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My thanks as usual go to Techsan for having a look over this one before I repost it.
Only one thing that he came up with that might cause some confusion. He wanted me to use the word pavement, where I have chosen to use the word tarmac. A pavement in the UK is where pedestrians walk (A Side walk to all you colonials). Although they can be surfaced with tarmacadam the same as car parks can, as is the case in this story.
*
Back in those days I had considered myself to be a bit of a Don Juan, sowing my wild oats wherever I could. Well, anyone that lived through the later part of the sixties will remember what it was like back then. Free Love, they called it, the Pill had been invented, was becoming widely available and there was no HIV to worry about back then. Yes, there were other things you could pick up, but a couple of trips to the clinic normally sorted those out.
Christ, if it had two legs and a skirt, you shagged it. That is, unless you were in Scotland, of course.
If you had any sense, you popped down to 'The Clinic' every couple of months where, if you'd been unlucky, they gave you a couple of jabs in the arse (painful I can tell you). But generally there wasn't too much to worry about.
Anyway one day I was at "The Lido", no more than a disused reservoir really, that had been turned over to a leisure and boating lake, when this vision of beauty caught my eye. She was wearing one of the tiniest of bikinis that I'd ever seen and it left absolutely nothing to the imagination.
My first sight of her made me sit up, in all senses of the word. Whilst my fellow lechers were still taking in her beauty, I was on my feet and in for the kill.
Unfortunately, this beauty who's name turned out to be Jean, was well aware of me and my reputation before I even knew she existed. She told me to sling my hook in no uncertain terms and using some pretty charming colloquial language.
But I was smitten and my days of shagging anything that moved were over. Thoughts of Jean filled my every waking moment.
I was to spend the next year or so in my pursuit of her. Strangely enough after that first meeting at the Lido, I seemed to run into Jean just about everywhere I went. Maybe it was that I was just aware of her now and was consciously looking for her. Regrettably, she would always tell me to get lost in the most colloquial (but not very lady like) of terms every-time I tried to chat her up.
I think if it were today, I would probably have been called a stalker, as I would swing past her house every chance I got, trying to catch a glimpse of her. I think I would be safe in saying Jean wasn't too enamoured with my efforts to win her favour.
But she had stolen my heart and I just couldn't get her out of my mind. Jean of course was dating other guys, and it would break my heart to see her with them. Still, I persisted!
Then one day I had gone to a Pub that I just happened to know she and her latest boyfriend were frequenting. It was out in the country and not too crowded. As usual she gave me a black look when she saw me in the bar, but her boyfriend was apparently unaware of my presence.
I couldn't hear their conversation but Jean was not looking very happy with him that evening. I could see that he was putting it away a bit, and I wasn't too keen on him driving my goddess home having put that much drink down his throat. It was around ten-thirty that they got up to leave.
I gave them plenty of time to get out the door, before I made my move to go home. I'm not a voyeur, I had no intention of watching them make out. But when I got out to my car I just happened to notice that Jean's date's car had not left the car park. He had driven over to a dark corner someway away from the Pub's buildings.
Curiosity got the better of me, and I didn't get into my car. I just watched to see how long they were going to stay there making out. After a while there was some movement in the car, and it rocked around a bit. I had visions of him shagging the arse off of Jean, but what the hell could I do? She wasn't my girl!
Then suddenly I thought I heard a scream. No, I definitely did hear a scream. Then I heard another one. My brain switched off and instinct took over. I was running over to the guy's car, before I knew it. As I got closer I could hear Jean shouting.
"No! No! Get off me, you bloody bastard!"
I could hear him shouting as well but couldn't make out what the hell he was saying. I got to the car just in time to see him land a back hander across Jean's face. Incensed, I yanked the car door open and dragged him out by his collar. He landed in a heap on the tarmac in front of me. In the dim light I could see that Jean's clothes were torn, most of her assets were now on display and she was crying.
I didn't actually hit the guy. I just kind-of dropped onto my knees, landing both of them in his stomach. He kind of rolled into a ball and lay there quietly moaning.
Jean was trying to cover herself and with a deft movement, I chivalrously slipped my jacket off and handed it to her.
"I know you don't like the idea, Jean. But I think you had better let me take you home tonight," I said.
Jean slowly got out of the car and began walking; she seemed to be in a daze and I had to physically guide her over to my own car. The jacket wasn't covering very much, so I put a travelling rug over the lower half of her body once she had got in.
"You're not looking too good, girl. Would you like me to go and get you a brandy or something," I suggested.
"Home," she whispered. So I drove her to her house.
As I pulled into her driveway I was getting just a little bit apprehensive. Her parents were well aware of my unwelcome pursuit of their daughter. And here I was bringing her home, in a state of shock and virtually naked. Jean was just sitting there staring through the windscreen. I jumped out of my car and battered on the door. Then went back and opened the car door for Jean, but she wasn't moving, she just sat and stared.
Jean's father came out and on seeing me standing in his drive, demanded to know what the fuck I wanted. Then he saw that I was lifting his daughter from the car and came to help me. Between us we carried her inside and placed her on a sofa in the lounge.
"That bastard she went out with tonight attacked her," was all I could think of to say.
"How do we know you didn't do this?" Jean's mother demanded.
"Don't be silly, woman. He might act like a bloody idiot. But he wouldn't be stupid enough to bring her home in this condition if he'd done it to her. Now go and make Jean some tea. No, better see if we can get some brandy down her. I'm going to call the police."
I said that I had better be leaving, but Jean's farther said the police would want to know what had happened and Jean was in no condition to talk.
Then he said, "By the look of you, you could do with a Brandy too, boy."
The police arrived quite quickly, explaining that they had already been on their way. A guy had been found with serious injuries, laying by a car in a pub car park, some torn women's clothing had been found in his car, along with Jean's handbag.
I began to explain what had happened and next thing I know, I'm down at the 'Nick'. Jean's attacker was apparently suffering from a ruptured kidney and a busted spleen; it seems that these were quite serious injuries and he was going to be in hospital for a long time.
The police were talking Grievous Bodily Harm, and I was shitting myself! A few terrifying hours later, Jean's father turned up at the Police Station with a solicitor, and I was on my way home.
I made the decision that night, that although I thought I was in love with Jean, I was going to back right off.
Christ, I could finish up doing serious time because of that girl. I'm no bloody hero; I just wanted a nice quiet life.
In the end, the GBH charge was dropped against me in return for Jean dropping the assault and attempted rape charges against the Wanker. Back in those days the police used to do the prosecuting; if you didn't push things, they tended to let things go.
I stayed well away from Jean from then on. I told my friends that she was just too much trouble and that I was back playing the field again. In the weeks that followed I didn't get that much in the way of action though. Playing the bloody hero had got me too well known locally.
So for the next few months, I just kind of hung around, playing Gooseberry on my friends and spoiling their action. Then a friend asked me to go on a blind date, as his girlfriend wanted someone to go out with her friend from work.
Oh, yeah, I thought, I've been caught like that before. What kind of a dog had they lined me up with this time?
My friend's girl insisted that my date was a nice girl. She said that she was sure I would like her when I met her. With some reluctance, I agreed to go and we all arranged to meet in one of the local pubs on the Friday evening.
I arrived early. I thought I would get a couple of drinks down me up front. If I were to be lumbered with a dog, a couple more drinks and with any luck, I wouldn't notice what she looked like by the end of the evening.
I was sitting at a table waiting for the others to arrive, when who should walk through the door, but Jean.
'Shit!' I thought and tried to disappear into the corner.
'Bugger!' She spotted me straight away, and she came strolling over to my table.
"Hi, Pete! Aren't you going to offer to buy me a drink?"
"I would have thought that after your last episode, you wouldn't go taking drinks from strangers. Anyway, my date will be here any minute and she might get upset if I'm drinking with another woman when she arrives. Wouldn't you be?"
"I don't think your date will get upset at all, because she's already here. But she will get upset quite quickly if you don't buy her a drink."
I don't know; I must be bloody thick or something. But I didn't get what she was talking about for a minute. But then I realised that I'd been stitched up and Jean was my blind date. I bought her a drink and we settled down to talk. Jean told me the others weren't coming. And that she had arranged this meeting because she wanted to talk to me. She said she had called my home quite a few times, but I hadn't returned her calls. She was beginning to think I was avoiding her.
"I didn't get to thank you for what you did for me that night," she said.
"I don't need any thanks. I didn't think about what I did whilst I was doing it. I was acting on instinct. Most people would have done the same thing."
"But you aren't most people, are you? You were my guardian angel that night and a gentleman too! I will never forget the way you gave me your jacket and wrapped that blanket around me. I could see that you were trying not to look at my naked body. You looked so funny!"
"I got an eyeful when I opened the car door. I was just trying not to upset you any more than you already were. From the way you had been acting towards me, I thought that having me staring at your tits would be the last thing you needed. I was stupid to keep chasing you like I did."
"If you hadn't been following me, I would have been raped that night. Maybe even killed! My mum says that probably I owe you my life."
"Don't be silly you owe me nothing. I was just the twerp who was in the right place at the right time for once in his life. Look, I spent over a year making you hate me, so I figure what I did should make us even. You don't have to worry any more; I don't intend to pester you in the future."
"Now that I do find worrying. I had got quite used to you being around, and just why should I hate you? To be honest it had become a little game for me, trying to work out when and where you were going to show up. Some of the blokes I went out with were so dammed boring, it was fun knowing you were going to appear sometime."
"Well, you won't have play that game anymore; I know when I'm beat. I'm going to set my sights a little lower in the future. Now, do want me to give you a lift home."
"What are you talking about, give me a lift home? We are supposed to be on a date, aren't we? Christ, Peter, you spend god knows how long trying to get me to go out with you, and when we do go on a date, you are going to take me home after half an hour. Don't you like me anymore? Have I grown horns and a tail or something? Or was it that you didn't like what you saw that night when you saw me in the flesh, so to speak?"
"Oh, God, no! Damn you, Jean, I have been in love with you since I first saw you at the Lido. It's just that you have always given me the impression I was the last person you would ever go out with. I thought you only came here tonight to thank me, as we have not seen each other since that night."
"You are a fool, Pete. And you are right; I didn't want to know the Casanova who tried to chat me up at the Lido. But that's not the man that's sitting here with me tonight, is it? The man that cried as he drove me home after he saved me from that monster. The man that was more worried about me than his own safety. No disrespect to you, Pete, but that Pratt was well over six-foot; he could well have whipped the floor with you, had he got the chance. My dad and the policeman both said they couldn't believe how you bettered him.
"I couldn't talk on that journey home because I just didn't know what to say to you. You were supposed to be the bad boy. You will never know the relief I felt when I saw your face at the car door. I was thinking of all the times that I had told you to piss off, and the other insults I had thrown at you. Now I was thanking God that you were there. It took me days to work out that I loved you and when I...."
"What do you mean, you love me? You have never said a civil word to me since we first met."
"Let me finish, will you. I have always liked you. I just didn't like what you were in the beginning. But as time went on I got used to that cheeky smile of yours. Then you were always saying hi and things at the wrong time. Just to wind me up and upset my boyfriends. Just like my little brother John does. But then I realised I don't hate my brother, I love him. When he's not there, I miss him, and when you're not there I was missing you. When you opened that car door that night, I knew that I loved you."
"Now don't be silly, girl, you were just relieved and grateful that I was there to rescue you. You mustn't mistake that for love."
"There, you see what I mean. The old Pete wouldn't have thought twice. It would have been, 'She's grateful, now can I use that to get into her knickers?' Come on, be honest. I'm telling the truth, aren't I?"
"Well, if we're being honest? You're probably right. There was a time when I would have had your knickers off before you realised what was happening. But I suppose people change, I don't think I've conned a shag out of a girl in ages."
"And there's only one girl you're going to be shagging from now on, and that's me. Don't you realise, you've done what you set out to do at the Lido that day, and you've scored, Pete. But I'll warn you now; I'm not going to let you get away once you've fucked me. You'll be mine forever, whether you like it or not. Now you can take me home, and I can introduce my parents to my future husband. You don't appear to be running away . Can I assume we have a deal?"
I was flabbergasted; I loved her. I had never even held her hand or kissed her. But I loved her I so much, I sat in the bar with tears running down my face. She moved and sat beside me, we hugged and kissed for God knows how long. In the end, the Pub's Governor came over and asked if we could cool it down a bit or he would have to put and X certificate on the door.
So I took Jean home, where she made me formally ask her father for her hand. Both her parents were as pleased as punch. We courted for another year or so whilst Jean and her parents planned an extravagant wedding,
Jean, her brother John, myself and anyone else we could con into helping us refurbished the little terraced house that we found. Jean had decided that she wasn't going to have any children until she was thirty.
"We will have some fun first. Then four children I think," she announced.
I said, "I'd be happy if we stopped at two."
"I think four would be better!" Jean always had the last word.
It was about two years after our marriage, at Jean's brother's stag night that I found out that there was a little more to Jean than meets the eye.
John's bride to be was three months gone with twins, and we were ribbing him about making an early start on a football team. John said that two was going to be enough for him, and I said that's all anyone would want.
John replied, "You and Jean are going to have four children."
I replied that it was open for discussion.
John laughed. "For Christ's sake Pete, you've been married to her for two years. Haven't you discovered yet that what Jean wants, Jean gets! By now!"
"What do you mean by that?"
"Well, she got you, didn't she?"
"No, I chased her for nearly two bloody years before I got a date with her."
"Oh, dear. You still don't know our Jean, do you, Pete?"
"Look, I think you've drunk too much already. You're talking nonsense."
John stood up and dragged me over to a table in the corner.
"Now sit down. I'm going to tell you what I should have told you years ago. Jean had picked you out for herself when you were both in junior school."
"What the hell are you talking about, John. I didn't even know Jean when we were in school."
"I'm not saying you did, but she knew you. She was ten and I was eight at the time. I used to follow her round like a bloody puppy. One day I heard her telling her friend that she was going to marry Pete Derwint. Her friend didn't know who you were, so Jean pointed you out to her. You were a year older than Jean. So you left the school during that summer, to go to secondary school."
"I didn't hear her mention you by name for a good few years after that. Then Jean suddenly took up an interest in ten-pin bowling. She would drag me along, as it was easier for her to con the money out of dad if we both went.
"Can you think of anyone that was into bowling a few years back? Its funny we always seemed to go bowling on your league nights. Unfortunately for Jean you never even noticed her, but not for want of her trying. She would bump into you, stand behind you in queues and was always in your way when you were on the pool tables. Unfortunately for Jean, you just never seemed to notice her. It was like she didn't exist in your world. Jean would get very mad, and call you all the names under the sun on our way home. After some time you gave up going bowling and guess what, so did we."
"A few more years went by, but Jean was still after you. When she was with her girlfriends, I remember your name being mentioned quite often. And a girl called Pauline Roberts was given a real hard time of it, because she was supposed to be going out with you, but showed up for Jean's birthday party without you."
"Anyway, suddenly one nice sunny summer's day Jean announces that we are going to 'the Lido'. She dragged her whole gang up there and of course I had to go too. Well, she needed to get the cash to go out of dad. When we got there we sat around and sun bathed in our swimsuits. Then I heard one Jean's friends say she'd seen you down by the café. Jean had been wearing a one-piece swim suite up until then, but the moment she heard you were there. She went and changed into this tiny little bikini that she bought for our holidays the year before. It was much too small for her. She had only worn it once because it was so revealing and she was embarrassed.
"Anyway once she had changed into it; she set off for the café. Christ, she hooked you like a bloody fish. Your tongue was virtually hanging out when you followed her back. You spent the rest of the afternoon trying to chat her up, but she was having none of it!



"On the way home, Jean's friends were asking why hadn't she accepted a date with you? Jean told them that she was intending to marry you. If she had gone out with you, it would only last a couple of months. Once you had found you couldn't get her knickers off, you would be gone.
Then Jean said to them, "Slowly, slowly, catchy monkey. I've told you all before, I'm going to marry that guy!"
"After that she was everywhere you were, and you would drive past the house several times a day. Jean would sit in her bedroom looking out the window. She had a little chart; she would watch for when you drove past and mark down the time. As I remember once on your way to work, then again on your way back home again. You would go past again at around seven-thirty most evenings on your way into town."
"So if some poor slob wanted to take Jean out, he had to pick her up a twenty past seven exactly, and woe be tide the beau who was late. More than one was told to sling his hook for not being on time. When they did arrive on time, Jean would keep them waiting whilst she watched for you from her bedroom window. She had the timing perfect; when she saw you drive around the bend, she was downstairs and out of the door like a bloody shot. Jean would be getting into her date's car, just as you drove past. Jean would insist that her dates took her to places that she knew you frequented and her diaries were more about you than the fellas she went out with. They were often lucky if they got a mention."
"Are you telling me you used to read Jean's diary?"
"Of course I did. My job was to find out what pubs you went to. Jean always gets what Jean wants. I was part of her ensnarement plan for you. Jean was in love with you, and I love my sister. She needed my help to get you and told me everything. She had everything planned, except when that guy attacked her.
"She cried for a week after that because she thought you were going to get into trouble for beating him up. Then you weren't around anymore she really panicked. She called your home, but you were never there. She left messages for you to call her back, but you didn't. Poor Jean was going frantic. She thought you had had enough of her, and she'd played her fish too long."
"Then by chance I saw you in town one night, the girl that was with your friend worked at the same place as me so I persuaded her to set up that blind date. I dropped Jean off and was in the other bar in case it all went pear shaped on her. As she went in, she told me that by the end of the evening you two would be engaged, or she would end up an old maid. Well, she's not an old maid, is she? And I'll tell you, if Jean says your having four kids, then four bloody kids you are going to have."
"Well, John, that's an interesting tale, but I didn't get off the boat yesterday. Just let me fill you in on a few things."
++++++++++++++
Well, all that happened over eighteen years ago. Bringing up two sets of twins has been hard work. I think twins must run in Jean's family, but both Jean and I have enjoyed the experience.
We're with the whole family at the local bowl tonight. I have just been explaining to one of my boys, that if he really wants to marry the pretty blond who keeps flashing her eyes at him from the next lane, he would do best if he pretended she doesn't exist. If he plays it just right, he'll get her in the long run.
Jean seems to be staring at me, with her mouth open, and John and his wife are sitting there with silly grins on they're faces.
It could be, the penny has just dropped in Jean's mind, and it looks like I'm going to be in trouble when we get home tonight!
Life goes on.
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Sorry folks there's no sex or jokes in this story
I looked at the paperwork yet again. Westway Developments, Armington. Armington! The last place in the world that I wanted to go back to. I had managed to stay clear of the place for over four years. But it had always been on the cards that I would pull a load there sooner or later. Still if things went to plan I would be driving out of town again in a couple of hours. The chances of seeing her, were very low. But just the thought of being in Armington again, gave me a sick feeling in my stomach. I knew the first sight in Armington I would see was going to be "Stacey's Bar". The last place that I had laid eyes on my beautiful wife Marie.
My name is Mark Dowdy, and I didn't get a good start in life. My folks were killed in a car wreck when I was ten and my Grandmother brought me up. I had grown up with a chip on my shoulder and in my younger days I had been a right tear-away always in trouble, and with a reputation for talking with my fists. There were very few guys in town that I couldn't handle. When I walked around town, people got out of my way!
Then Marie had moved into town, the most beautiful nineteen year old in the world. One look and I was smitten. But the beautiful Marie would not have anything to do with the town's bad boy. She told me that I would have to change my attitude if I wanted to date her. It took me nearly two years to get that first date with her. And in that time I had to change my whole persona. I got a steady job with a small construction company, stayed out of trouble with the Law and didn't get into any fights, In the end Marie relented, and we started to date
Once she realised that I was so in love with her that I had changed my behaviour just so that she would date me and we became inseparable partners. Marie told me she had always been attracted to me from the day we had first met, but she it was obvious to he that I had been going down the wrong road. When I asked her to marry me. Marie told me she had watched my struggles to end my wayward ways and that had proved to her how much I loved her. She had been waiting for my proposal.
A year later we were married. Marie's father gave us a small parcel of land with a little derelict house on it. With the help of my colleagues and friends we soon had it liveable, and Marie and I were making plans to extend it so we could start a family. For the next six months I was the happiest man in the world. Then came that fateful Friday night.
With some colleagues I had been called over to Mason, a town about a hundred and fifty miles away to help a friend of my boss. He had a job that was running behind schedule and was likely to run into penalties charges if it wasn't finished on time. We worked long hours and stayed in a local motel for a couple of weeks. The bonus we got for the long hours we were putting in, allowed me to buy a car for Marie. It had been awkward for her living were we did and not having a car of her own. She wasn't too enthralled with driving my old truck. One of the other workers on the site had a quite tidy Volvo estate that he was about to replace. Marie's father drove a Volvo and she used to borrow if off him often and she was always saying how much she liked it. I got a good deal off the guy and put all the paper work in Marie's name. I didn't tell her I had bought her the car as my plan was to drive down home on Saturday night and surprise her with it. I had got a ride up to Mason with the boss so my truck was still at home.
I called Marie every evening and we would have the normal lovey dovey chats newly married's have. On the Thursday evening Marie was getting fed-up with me being away and said she was lonely. Her friend June had been calling around most nights but she always had her boyfriend Mike with her and that made Marie miss me more. She thought that June wouldn't call round on Friday as June and Mike always go to the dance at Stacey's Bar. I suggested that she went with them. Marie and I normally went to the dance at Stacey's on Fridays and Saturdays, all my friends would be there. They would look after Marie, and make sure she enjoyed herself.
About four o'clock Friday afternoon someone found something wrong with the plans, of the job and a halt was called to all work For a couple of hours we all hung around waiting, while guys in suits wandered about taking measurements and arguing over the plans. Around six it was announced that no more work could be done until the architects arrived to sort things out and that wouldn't be until Monday morning at the earliest. As soon as the boss told us that we might as well go home, I decided I would bring Marie's surprise forward a day. I rushed back to the hotel to get my bag. I called Marie but did not let on I was on my way home. I told her that I would probably be home earlier than I had thought on Saturday as work had come to a standstill. She asked why couldn't I come home tonight and I replied that it had been a long hard day I would get some sleep and be home about ten in the morning. I asked if she was going to the dance, but she said she didn't want to go without me. I smiled to myself and thought, "You will be going to the dance Cinderella, And in your nice new carriage."
I pulled into our drive at eight-thirty and was surprised to find the house in darkness. When I got inside Marie wasn't there. I assumed that Marie had changed her mind and gone to Stacey's with June. It took the edge of my surprise, but it would be just as good to give her the car outside the dance. I had a shower and got myself ready to go and join Marie at the dance.
As I went out the door, my neighbour from across the road accosted me. When he saw it was me he apologised and said that he was worried that we might have burglars. What with all the strange cars tonight. I realised he hadn't recognised the Volvo and told him that I had brought it in Mason for Marie. He said that we must be into European cars as that was the second one tonight. I asked what he meant by that and he said that there had been a big green Jaguar car in the drive earlier. My heart missed a beat. There was only one Jaguar in town and that belonged to Todd Marshall. He had been a thorn I my side ever since Marie had come to town. He had been my rival for Marie's affections and had a couple dates with her, before I had persuaded her to go out with me. He had tried to get Marie to dump me and go with him right up until we got engaged. I still thought he was too "touchy feely" with her, when they danced together He was aware of Marie's conditions about my behaviour and I think there were times he was trying to get me to lose my cool and go for him thinking that Marie would drop me and go with him if I reverted to my old ways. June's boyfriend Mike was a friend of Todd's. Had they somehow set Marie up on a date with him behind my back?
When I got to Stacey's Bar, there were a lot of cars in the car park. I was forced to park right over the far end of the lot. As I was walking over to the bar, I saw some people coming out. There were two guys and two girls. One of the girls looked like she was drunk as one of the guys and the other girl seemed to be holding her up. They were staggering about a bit, screaming and shouting, making a lot of noise. The guy suddenly bent over picked the drunk girl up. His arms under her knees and behind her back, she had her arms around his neck hanging on tight. They went over to a car and the guy put the girl in the front seat, then leaned inside and was apparently kissing her. The other guy and girl got into the rear seats. I was getting closer now and as the guy stood up I could see that it was Todd Marshall. Then I realised that the girl he had put into the front seat was my Marie.
I was incensed. As the guy walked round to the drivers side of the car. I started to run towards him, the movement must have caught his eye. He turned and recognised me. He dived into the car just as I arrived at the passenger door. The car's engine roared into life and the back wheels scattered gravel behind the vehicle as it began to move. Marie was looking up at me and saying something, but I could not make out what it was through the closed window. I brought my fist down on the rear of the car as it raced away. I doubt I did any damage, but I hoped I had.
The Jag went out through the entrance and I ran back to the Volvo to chase after it. As I drove towards the entrance I noticed June's boyfriend Mike running across the car park towards the bar. Todd must have stopped out on the road to let him out. Turning onto the road I had to swerve to miss June, who was standing in the middle of the road waving her arms, apparently trying to stop me. I still don't know how I didn't knock her over. I swerved around her and raced on after the Jag but I had lost sight of it. To be honest the Volvo was no match for the Jag.
The anger was building inside of me, I had just found my lovely young wife slipping off somewhere with her lover. They had left by the entrance that lead them away from town. I thought they must have been going out to the old reservoir, that's where all the youngsters go to make out. I drove out to the lake as it was known but there was no sign of them.
As I began to calm down and think more clearly, I realised that was the last place they would go. After all, I'd had seen them going in that direction they would know I would look there first. I went over to Todd's fathers house no sign of the Jag there either. Then I just drove around looking all the places I could think of that they might go, but I had no luck.
Once I had calmed down I was relieved that they had got away from me at Stacey's. My old self had reappeared in that car park. My anger had been so great that I might have killed both of them.
It was well past midnight when I made my way back to Stacey's. I thought some of my friends might be able to tell me how long this affair had been going on. It's a small town someone must have had suspicions. When I got inside I went over to the raised area in the corner where we always congregate, not one of my friends was there. As I looked around I found I didn't know a sole in the place. Yea there were some familiar faces, but none of my friends. I went up to the bar and asked the barman if he had seen any of them. He told me the usual crowd had all been in earlier, but something had happened outside and they had rushed out. I don't believe this I thought, they all must have known what has been going on and they legged it when they thought I might start asking awkward questions, Some fucking friends.
I don't remember too clearly what happened after that. I know I was scared of what I might do, I loved Marie but she had betrayed me. I honestly didn't know if I could control myself.
I went home to my empty house. Parked the Volvo on the drive and put the paperwork and keys for it on the kitchen table. When/If Marie ever came back she would see that it was in her name and know that I had bought it for her. Then I went and got her birthday present that I bought a few weeks previous and put that on the table as well. I put most of my clothes in a bag, got in my truck and drove away. I didn't know were I was going, just away.
I had to put some distance between me and that town, I was scared that I would harm the woman I loved. I drove on through the night and on into the next day. Around lunchtime the old truck gave out, I guess I had been pushing it too hard. I just left it on the side of the road and started walking.
Late in the day a truck driver stopped and asked were I was going, I told him "Hell!" he told me to get in as he had been there a few times. He said I was to call him Bull and that he felt I should tell him my story. After I had told him he said I was welcome to ride with him for awhile, so I stayed with him.
We went too LA where Bull delivered his load, and then he got another going back east. On the way we stopped off at his home where I met his wife Joan. When Joan heard my story she told me that I should call or write to Marie, but I told her that I was so hurt by what Marie had done that I couldn't bring my self too. Joan persisted and in the end she persuaded me to allow let her write to Marie. But I told her that she must not let Marie know were I was. I didn't want to hear from her as I believed that doing so would only bring me more pain.
Bull and I went on with his load and a couple of days later we stopped off at his base. He introduced me to his boss and said that I was an itinerant at the moment with no home and would make a good truck driver. Before I knew what was happening I was on the firms payroll, and a couple of months later I was driving my own truck.
Bull's home is the nearest thing to a home I have now. I stop by whenever I'm passing. When I do Joan writes another letter Marie to let her know I am still alive. Not that I think she cares. At my request Joan has never put a return address and gives the letters to Bull to post on his travels. Joan keeps telling me that I should at least call Marie and hear her side of the story. I would tell her I had six months of heaven, I did not want to distort those memories by knowing what Marie is doing now.
So there I was turning into Westway's the security man told me to park my truck over by two others that were already there. As I drove over I noticed that there were a couple fire trucks and a police car parked over by the warehouse. The drivers of the other two trucks came over and introduced themselves as Al and Josh. Al informed me that we were going to be stuck there until following day, as there had been a chemical leak in the warehouse and Westway's had to send a lot of the staff to hospital for check-ups. The rest had been sent home until the spill was cleaned up and the place declared safe.
Dam. This was the last thing I needed. I climbed into the bunk in my truck to stay out of the way and tried to get some sleep. Around 7 o-clock Al came over and asked if was coming with them to try to find a meal. I didn't want to go anywhere in that town but I new I had to eat. So I told them that I knew a bar that did a decent steak and had a couple of pool tables. Josh asked
"Have you been here before? You know. Will they mind."
I told him.
"I used to live in this town. No bugger will dare object to you going in the bar if I'm with you.
When we walked into the bar. It wasn't very busy, a couple of people sitting at the bar and a small crowd in the room with the pool tables. We got some beers and sat in one of the booths.
"They don't look to happy that I'm in here they keep looking at us." Josh said.
"It ain't the colour of your skin, they're looking at." I replied, "It's the company you keep. I'm afraid I have got the wrong kind of reputation in this town.
I looked around to see who was staring and upsetting Josh. And saw June's Mike talking to the barman. They looked across at me, and when Mike became aware that I had seen him, he quickly made his way back to the pool room. The waitress brought our steaks and we ate our meal. Al went to the bar to get some more beers. When he came back, he said the barman had asked how long we were staying. I glanced over at the barman again and noticed he was talking on the phone. When he saw me looking he looked away.
About ten minutes later the door opened and two deputies came in. I knew them, I had licked them both when we were at school. But I had always fort fare so I wasn't expecting them to get too heavy. One stood by the bar the other came over to our table.
"Hi Mark. Nice to see you back in town."
This was a surprise. I was expecting a 'Get out of town NOW.' message.
"Hi Vince what brings you here?"
"There's a man who would like to talk to you. But he's kinda afraid that you will do him some harm. So we've been sent along to make sure you behave yourself. And Mark we've got plenty of backup outside."
"Okay, I'm listening." I said.
Vince gestured behind me with his eyes. I looked around and saw Todd Marshall coming from the pool area. He must have been hiding in there since I had come in the bar. He walked towards me and started to say something. But I stood up and turned towards him.
"Open your fucking mouth and I will knock your fucking teeth down your fucking throat. You have nothing to say that I could possibly want to hear. Now I don't want to do time for murder! So if you will get out of my way Vince, I will be on my way."
I threw a twenty on the table to cover my share meal. Pushed past the deputy and out of the bar. There were no less then four patrol cars outside and a little army of policemen watched me walk past them.
I knew that I would have to get out of town now. This minute. I didn't know how I hadn't gone for Todd there and then, was it the Police's presence or was I thinking before I reacted as Marie had taught me.
I went back to my truck wound her up and pulled out. I figured I would drive to the next town call the boss and asked him to get another driver to switch trailers with me. Then he could make the drop.
Half an hour down the highway, I became aware of the several H P cars behind me. They followed for maybe ten minutes. Then the lights and sirens came on. "What is it with these pricks." I thought, "I'm clean. I haven't done anything illegal." I pulled over and a cop came up and asked me to get out of the truck. Then he said,
"We have been requested to detain you, by the Armington Police. Would you mind waiting until they arrived."
I figured that I had best cooparate as these guys as they all had their hands on their guns.
Maybe ten minutes later, a lone Armington Police car arrived and Chief Thomas got out. I have known him for years and knew him to be a good guy. A policeman yea. But a good one. He had collared me once when I was a teenager trying to steel a car. Instead running me in. He took me somewhere quite and said.
"Look boy you've got no father to teach you what's acceptable in life. Now I'm gonna give you what your Pa' would have done if he was still around."
With that he took of his gun off and put in the car. Then knocked the shit out of me. When he had finished he took me to his home, and cleaned me up. Then he said.
"Don't let me catch you doing something that stupid again. I'll have to book you next time and with your record you will do some hard time."
I had needed that good hiding and respected the man for giving me it. It had surprised most people when I had invited him to my wedding.
I was confused to see Al and Josh follow him out of his car. Chief Thompson came over to me.
"Your friends are here to take care of your truck. I am not going to say anything to you now, other than, I think there is something you need to see. I think when you see it you may ready to listen to some explanations. Now please get in my car and let's get this over with."
I got in the car and the chief took off with the sirens wailing. We went back to Armington through the town and out to the hospital. The chief led the way inside and into an office, where he told me to sit at a desk. A doctor who had followed us in placed a file in front of me and said
"Will you read this please?"
On the front of the file it said Marie Dowdy. Inside were x-rays and a report of an emergency admission. The gist of it was that Marie had broken her left ankle and had been treated at the hospital. I read the file then looked at the chief.
"So?"
"Look at the dam date Mark."
I looked, it was the Friday I had come back with Marie's Volvo.
"And." I said.
"And the admission time."
The admission time was twenty minutes after I had seen Todd drive out of Stacey's parking lot, I looked up at the Chief again I didn't quite know what he was getting at. Then the chief said,



"If that coward Todd Marshall. hadn't been so scared of you that he took off in the wrong direction, Marie would have got here sooner than that. Marie fell off that stupid stage in Stacey's bar and broke her ankle. Todd and June were bringing her here when you turned up. Todd shit himself when he saw you. Your bloody reputation doesn't do you any favours boy. He thought you would kill him before he could explain, so he took off as fast as he could."
"Young June was supposed to tell you what had happened to Marie's leg. But she couldn't get you to stop. Her boyfriend went in to get your friends out to help calm you down but, by the time they came out, you had gone. Most of them were well drunk but that didn't stop them all getting in their cars and chasing all over the county looking for you."
"Unfortunately they assumed you were in your truck. June had been in such a state that they didn't understand her when she told them you were in a Volvo. We found out later that some of them actually saw the car but didn't realise it was you"
"But Marie had gone to Stacey's with Todd Marshall."
"No she didn't. He just gave them a lift there. Mike Sennitt's car broke down so he got Todd to give June, Marie and himself a lift. Todd Marshall was with his then fiancé who is now his wife. She was in Stacey's when you went in there about 12-30. She reckoned it looked like you were looking to kill someone and she was too scared to approach you. That dam reputation of yours meant that she couldn't persuade anyone else to speak to you either."
The realisation of what I had done, had come to me whilst the chief had been talking and I sat with my head buried in my arms. I was crying. I hadn't done that on that fateful Friday, but I was crying now for what I had done to Marie. I had abandoned her because of my stupid pride. My anger had not let me seek out the truth. I had jumped to conclusions that I had no proof of.
My assumption that Todd still had designs on Marie had angered me so much I had not seen what was happening outside Stacey's. I saw what I assumed was happening. Marie hadn't been drunk she was trying to walk on a broken ankle. The screaming and shouting wasn't fun and games, it was Marie in pain. Todd had carried her to the car to ease that pain. When Todd lent into the car he wasn't kissing her he must have been doing up her seatbelt. And my reputation for action first and thinking after, was what had made him dash off the moment he saw me.
With my head still buried in my arms I asked the chief.
"What am I going to do now. I have abandoned the one good thing in my life. The only person I have loved since my mother died. Marie must hate me for what I have done to her. I've thrown away the love of a beautiful woman and destroyed what would have been a wonderful marriage."
"Well son, I can't tell you what to do. This is your mess. I thought I had a duty to Marie to make sure you knew what really had gone on that night. Now I can take you off of our missing persons list, but how you handle things from here is up to you. Vince is outside he will take you back to your truck or were ever you won't to go".
With that the chief left. Vince drove me back to Westway's. Where Al and Josh were waiting. I needed a drink so we went back to the bar were we had eaten earlier. As we sat talking Josh said that he couldn't understand why I had not got Vince to take me straight around to Marie. But I told him that I was afraid things had got complicated while I had been gone. I had noticed that in the hospital file there had been another document. A release form for an operation Marie had last year. On that form Marie had named her next of kin as me, a Mark dowdy joiner, and a Jeanine Dowdy. She's had two kids while I've been gone. That can only mean she's found another man to share her life with. I can't just go rushing in and fuck up her life again.
A shadow fell on the table and I looked up and to see Todd standing there.
"Will you please let me talk to you now. I've felt like a heal four the last four years. I apologise to Marie every time I see her but I need you to forgive me if you can?"
"What have you got to apologise for? It was me that went off the deep end and ran away."
"You and I know that it didn't start that night." Todd said as he sat down opposite me. "It had been going on all our lives. All through school you were our local Fonzy. The tough guy who always had a good looking girl on his arm. We both had the looks and I had my dads money. But it was you that had the charisma. You had the reputation for being the tough guy that everyone liked."
"When Marie came to town we both made a play for her and I got to date with her first. But on that first date I found out that she was in love with you. When June told me how Marie had told you to pull your socks up and stay out of trouble or she would never date you. I made a vow that I would get under your skin. If I could make you so jealous that you went for me, I thought Marie would dump any thoughts of you two ever getting together. I didn't think she would go for me; it was just spite. I wanted to bring you down. I still kept it up even when you two got married. I could see how you would be straining to keep your cool when I danced with Marie."
Todd's voice sounded as if he was going to break down.
"Then that night happened and I realised you were the good guy. You chose to walk away. You didn't trust yourself to control your temper, so you walked away rather than hurt anyone. That made me the bad guy you thought I was and I have felt sick about what I have done to you Marie and the twins ever since."
"Twins what bloody Twins?"
"Your twins. Hasn't anyone told you Marie was pregnant when you left. She was so happy, she had only found out that day and was dancing around with joy on that raised platform we used to sit on. She fell off of the end, that's how she broke her ankle. Poor old Stacey wasn't to happy as he has to pay all Marie's medical bills because there wasn't a safety rail."
"So Marie hasn't found another guy then." "
The woman loves you Mark. There's never going to be anyone that will replace you in her eyes. I only hope that you will forgive me for fucking you around."
I was suddenly aware of Josh coming back to the table. He must have left whilst Todd had been talking, but I hadn't noticed.
"Now White Boy, you had better get your arse in gear and get out front quick. As there is some gorgeous little white chick out there driving an old Volvo. She says she's waited four years for you to turn up and if you don't get out there soon she's got a good mind to leave you to walk home."
I don't think my feet touched the ground as I ran out the door.
The end.
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Chapter 1: Discovery
"I'm going to bed darling, are you coming?"
This was a new phenomenon; I'd been siting there waiting for her to ask! Catlin my wife of twelve years, inviting me to join her in bed on a Tuesday evening. This had been the third Tuesday in a row.
Now I'm not thick, alarm bells were ringing in my head. Catlin wanted me to join her in bed and have sex on a weeknight. Sex on a weeknight had been off the menu as far as Cait was concerned since she started back too work after having the kids.
Now I wondered what was making her so Horny on Tuesday evenings. No, come to think of it for the last few weeks she had insisted that we have intercourse on Wednesday mornings as well. It appeared to me that Caitlin was making sure she was well fucked before she went to work on Wednesdays and I was wondering why.
I joined her in bed and we made love, just as we used to when we were first married. Cait was apparently insatiable and I was totally knackered before she finally let me fall asleep.
Then Caitlin sucking on my penis awakened me in the morning and we made love twice more before she got up.
I lay in bed pretending to doze and watched her morning ritual. I noted that she didn't shower before she dressed, She went into the bathroom and made all the right noises and ran the shower. But I had been studying her morning routine for the last week or so, she just wasn't in the bathroom long enough to have her usual shower.
She had chosen different under clothes as well, a sexier bra and a thong. God, I had trouble persuading her to wear a thong for me, today she was wearing one to go to bloody work.
For the last couple of weeks I had been watching the changes in her. Today I was going to find out what was going on. I feared that she was having an affair and as I had watched her all day yesterday and nothing had happened. Today Wednesday had to be the day.
I got up and dressed then went down to join Cait and the children for breakfast. Cait came over and kissed me as usual.
"Morning lover, could you pick up the children from school today, I've got a lot on at work on and might be little late tonight?"
Dam if she goes and meets some guy after work I'll be stuck with the kids and won't be able to watch her. (Brain into high gear).
"I'm sorry babe, I've got a late meeting myself, I could well get hung up!"
"Oh, that's OK, I'll get my mother to pick them up."
I hurried my breakfast and rushed out of the house, I was meeting a colleague early to exchange cars, so I could follow Caitlin without her spotting me. Reg. was waiting at the end of my road and we did the exchange. I drove around the block and parked were I could see the house.
Reg's wife had an affair last year and he had borrowed my car to follow her now he was returning the favour. He had also lent me a load of surveillance stuff but except for the radio transmitter in Cait's car I hadn't used any of it yet.
Eight fifteen Caitlin came out with the children and drove them to school. Having dropped them off she went on to work. Cait works in a travel agent's and I sat in a café just over the road from where I could see her most of the time. Nothing happened all morning and I drank copious amounts of coffee.
Then just after twelve Caitlin an hour early than usual came out as if she was going to lunch. She got her car and drove out of town I followed as she drove to the Motorlodge on the bypass. I stopped out on the road and watched as she made a phone call then she got out of her car and went inside. I gave her a few minutes then followed her.
Luck now played in my favour, I recognised the girl on reception. She was the girlfriend of one of my golfing friend's son's. I chatted to her to remind her whom I was then checked that Caitlin had joined who I thought she had, in the room. I'd spotted his car parked out front, then I returned to my car to wait and see how long this illicit liaison was going to last.
One-thirty he came out, a big smile on his face, a few minutes later Caitlin followed. I got the feeling she was not looking as happy as you would expect her to be, considering she had just had an orgy with her lover. When you have been married as long as I have to Caitlin, I could tell, her body language told me she was not in a very good mood. Cait got into her car and drove away.
I went back into reception and persuaded the girl to go through the records. Caitlin and her lover had been meeting there for the last four Wednesday's and the man had already booked for next week. Apparently Caitlin had paid for the room in cash; the girl told me that had been the procedure for the last few weeks.
I left and drove to my office were I collected my own car, then I went home. Leaving my car in the drive I walked the pub down the road and spent the rest of the afternoon trying to think what I was going to do about Caitlin and him.
I was also having some difficulty working out why I was so calm about this. My wife, the love of my life was having an affair with someone I always considered to be a good friend. He was one of my own crowd, someone I had gone to school with. Dam it, I'm godfather to two of his bloody kids, and now the arse-hole is shagging my wife.
But what was I going to do? Divorce her? Well, I love her, what was I going to do without her?
Come to that, did she love me? She was always telling me she did! But did she?
Would she be shagging Tony Marsh if she loved me? I don't think so!
Was Caitlin looking for a way out of our marriage? She always seamed happy enough.
But if she was happy with our marriage, why was she shagging Tony? God my mind was going in circles.
Before I knew it, The time was nine-thirty and I was well pissed. I staggered back home to be met by a rather annoyed Caitlin.
"Where the hell have you been? I've been worried sick!" Cait demanded.
"I've had a shit day at the office and went for a drink to settle myself down. But I think I've overdone it a bit, I'm going to bed. I'll see you in the morning."
Caitlin looked at me, I could almost feel her mind working.
"What happened at the office to upset you so much?"
"Look don't worry about it babe, it'll all come out in the wash. It's just, Oh you know, things get me down sometimes."
"OK darling, but I wish you had told me you were down the pub. I wouldn't have worried then."
"Next time I'll tell you, alright."
I went to bed. But sleep didn't come easily. If I closed my eyes, my mind conjured up pictures of Caitlin with Tony that swirled through my drunken haze. If I opened my eyes the room began to slowly tilt to the right. Shit, I hate getting pissed!
In the morning Caitlin brought me a coffee and the inevitable Aspirins.
"How's your head this morning? Darling, you certainly tied one on yesterday and you've have had a really disturbed night. I had to go sleep in the spare room. Are you going in to work today or shall I call them and say you're sick?"
"No, it's alright I'll call them, I've got some things I've got to organise."
I was glad Caitlin had woken me, had she called my work she would have found that I had the week off. She might then have realised I had some idea of what was going on between her and Tony. That would have put the kibosh on my plans for Saturday night. I'd decided I was going to take the pair of them by surprise.
The rest of the week every thing appeared normal. Caitlin was her normal loving self. Friday night was going to be a problem for me. Now knowing for sure that Cait was shagging Tony, I had no intention of playing second fiddle. Cait was not going compere my technique to Tony's any more.
I solved my dilemma by apparently getting drunk again. I could see that Cait was livid with me, but she uncharacteristically didn't say a word.
Saturday Cait took the children shopping then dropped them at her parent's place. The children were going to sleep over there as Cait and I were going out to a dinner party that night.
As soon as Cait and the children left the house, I was dashing around like a blue arsed fly, getting all my gear together. This was most likely the last day this would be my home. I'm a realist Caitlin would make a much better job of bringing up the kids than me. Christ, it's quite hard trying to make it look like nothings missing. If Cait spotted anything was amiss it could well give the game away and would spoil the fun I had planned for the evening.
Cait returned alone, and as always she played the part of the loving wife. As we got ready to go out to dinner, Cait did put a scare into me by hinting that, as I had been too inebriated to play the previous evening, we should indulge in a little Gymnastics before we went, but I somehow managed to talk her out of it.
At seven we left to go to Linda and Jim's house for diner.
End of part one.
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There we were eight of us at the diner, all of them were Caitlin and my closest friends. Our host's where Jimmy and Linda Lange, then there was Phil and Carla Thomas, Tony and Jean Marsh; my wife Caitlin and myself. Whilst Caitlin assisted Linda in serving the food, the rest of us made small talk. We all knew that when we had finished the meal the subject of our group summer holiday was going to be discussed.
For the last few years now, it had become our habit to go away together as a group for a fortnight's holiday each summer. With sixteen children between us, it had proved a very successful formula and this diner was to be the first formal planning meeting for this year's excursion.
But before the planning started we were all making small talk, as I hoped he would Jimmy returned to a subject I had planted in his mind earlier.
"Roger, tell me what did happen with Greg and his wife in the end?"
Gregory Mason was a work colleague of mine. Just over a year ago, he had discovered his wife was having an affair, and had asked my advice as to what he should do about it. I had been his confidant and assisted him in bringing the affair to a speedy end. As I had planed I had only got half-way through the saga before we had sat down to eat.
"Well, once Greg had caught Marsha out and we had scared off the Pratt she was seeing. She confessed all her sins to Greg, and then she begged him to forgive her. He made her sweat for a couple of weeks; then the dam fool went and forgave her, then he took her back. If your ask me she'll only do it again when the fancy takes her!"
I could see from her body language that Caitlin was just a little uncomfortable with the subject of infidelity, and Tony Marsh had developed just a hint of a smirk on his face. He was sure he knew something I didn't. I looked over at Tony.
"What do you reckon Tony? What do you think a husband should do when he finds out his wife is cheating on they're marriage. Should the husband forgive her and take the cheating wife back, or should he divorce her?"
I could see that I'd taken Tony by surprise, he flustered a little, then replied.
"Well, I don't really know, it would have to depend on the circumstances wouldn't it."
"What about the guy the wife was cheating with. What do you think a husband should do about him?"
Tony was looking distinctly uncomfortable now.
"God, I how should I know? I've never been in situation like that, and I'm not likely to be either."
"No I suppose you wouldn't. But I think I know what I would do, once I was sure I had the right man that is. I would find a way to let him know that I was aware of what he had been doing, and that I intended to put the bastard in hospital for a long, long time. I would let him know that I wouldn't go for him right away, mind you. I would just make sure he knew, that I was onto him and I would be coming sometime in the future. That way the gutless creep would have to keep looking over his shoulder, waiting for me to be there. He would know that I was going to be there one day, but he just wouldn't know when!"
Phil must have decided that the subject of conversation wasn't to his liking and attempted to change the subject by calling us to attention and asked.
"Well I know that the girls have been throwing some ideas about between them, but has anyone come up with a plan for this years junket?"
Now, was the time for me to really put the cat in with the pidgins.
"I'm sorry to have to this say my friends, but Caitlin and I will not be joining you this year!"
Caitlin gave a little start and looked at me, she was just about to say something when Carla commented.
"Oh Rog, you and Caitin were the founding members of this group holiday thing. Why aren't you coming this year?"
"Caitlin and I have a few problems at the moment. To be honest it looks to me as if we could well be getting divorced in the very near future. So there's not much point in making holiday plans, is there.
I could see both shock and panic in Caitlin's face. But she didn't know what I knew, so she must have decided she was going to try and brazen things it out.
"What the hell are you talking about?" Caitlin demanded.
I ignored her and continued with the rest of my script.
"I'm sorry to break it to you all so suddenly folks, but I only found out for sure myself this week."
Everyone now appeared to be in shock and I had they're full attention. Out of the corner of my eye I could see Caitlin's mouth moving but she was making no sounds.
I stared at Tony with a smile on my face. Tony tried to stare me out, but failed. His wife Jean who had appeared a little confused during my earlier exchange with Tony, now looked from me, to Tony, and then at Caitlin. She saw that they were both looking somewhat embarrassed, Jean's face slowly turned purple as she began to put two and two together.
"I found out on Wednesday that my loving wife Caitlin has taken to getting some extramarital action in the local Motorlodge. From what I have managed to discover it's become a regular booking over the last few weeks. Obviously Caitlin has decided I don't come up to muster in bed department anymore. So she's found someone else to satisfy her needs!"
I looked at Tony.
"Mind you, the stud won't be satisfying anyone's needs for much longer, I intend to make dammed sure of that!"
The smirk had now gone from Tony's face, and I think he was at a loss as to what to say. I had just threatened to do him serious harm, but if he replied to my threat he would be admitting his adultery to his wife in front of witnesses. I was still smiling and staring at him. It looked as if Tony had finally thought of something to say, when Jean erupted.
"You fucking bastard! You did didn't you?" She shouted at Tony. "You've been fucking Caitlin! You cheating arse-hole....." Jean's tirade of insults went on for some considerable time. Then, quite suddenly she stopped and turned to me and in a very calm, controlled tone she asked me.
"Have you got any proof, that will stand up in court?"
"Witnesses, Video's, copies of hotel receipts, all I need for a divorce. If you get your solicitor to give mine a call I'm sure she'll supply you with copies you need, or if you haven't got a solicitor I'll give you mine's number, she's a really nice girl, maybe we can get a discount on a group booking?"
This was a nice touch after Jean's outburst, she was calmly discussing divorce with me, whilst Tony and Caitlin sat at the table speechless.
Well it was out in the open now and I had informed Tony that he was going to regret having an affair with my wife. Now a figured strategic withdrawal was required. I looked around my friend's faces as I stood up from the table.
"Well, I'm sorry that I've had to put a damper on the evening, but to honest with you, between them these two have put a real damper on my life. I'll think it would be best if I were to leave now. Goodnight all."
As I walked out of the room I was aware that Caitlin was following me. Out in the hall I stopped and turned to face her. I could see the tears running down her face.
"Where the fuck are you going?"
"Home with you." Caitlin replied softly.
"You're not going anywhere with me girl, go shack up with your chicken-shit stud. If Jean's got any sense she won't have him back in the house any more. The pair of you can go back to your little love nest."
"Please Roger? You've got to let me explain!"
"Explain what? How he shagged you! Or how you shagged him? That's always been your fortè hasn't it. No Cait there's no explaining you could do now. Remember you shagged your way into our marriage, and now you've bloody-well shagged your way out of it!"
Before she could say another word I was out the front door, slamming it behind me.
As I started my car Caitlin appeared and stood in front of it. I began to move forward, then Jimmy appeared grabbed her arm and pulled her out of my way.
I had thought that I had my emotions completely under control. My slow discovery that Caitlin had been cheating on me, had meant there was no sudden realisation of what was going on.
No one thing had come anywhere near making me loose control. But that night I had almost lost it. I'm not sure, but I might have just been mad enough to drive over Caitlin. When I had cooled down I was glad that Jimmy had followed us out.
I drove to Greg's house, he had agreed to put me up until I got myself sorted. I had decided that Caitlin would need the house. The children would be better off with their mother looking after them. I have always done my best as a father, but I'm not really domesticated animal. My skills are as a breadwinner, I would make sure the children had all they ever needed.
End of part two.
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Confusion
Sunday morning my Cell-phone started ringing the moment I switched it on. I'd got a whole collection of missed calls and messages, mostly from Caitlin's mobile and our home phone. Plus a couple from Jimmy's phone. I called Jimmy back, and Linda answered.
"Hi Lin, sorry that I had to make that scene last night, but it had to come out sometime. I wanted everyone to know what had been going on."
"Well we certainly all know now! But you left before the finale, Jean had another good rant at Tony after you had gone, and he hit her. She was calling him all kinds of names, he lost his temper and gave her a real back hander, and Jean's got the makings of a right shiner. Phil jumped in and decked Tony, then we called the police, they came and took Tony away. From what Jean said, I gather it wasn't the first time Tony has been violent to her."
"Oh yea, before the police came, Caitlin got at Tony as well and gave him a good kicking in his privates, then he threw up all over our new carpet. Cait was calling him all kinds of names. We couldn't really make much sense out what she was shouting, but we all got the impression that what was going on between her and Tony was not what you would normally call an affair."
"I can guess, Cait's always had a very high sex drive. She's probably decided she just wanted more than I can give her."
"No No. I'm sure its not Caitlin wanting the sex, she appeared to be blaming Tony, She kept calling him names and saying this was all his fault. Unfortunately Caitlin worked herself up into such a state that she went all hysterical on us and was completely incoherent."
"When the police finally arrived they called the paramedics to her, who then got Phil and Carla had to take her to the hospital. Carla called earlier and told us Caitlin had been put under sedation for the night. We were all worried about your kids. Where are they?"
"They're fine, they are with Caitlin's folks for the nght. They'll look after them until she's feeling better."
"What about you, where are you staying? We know your not at home we went around there last night."
"I'm all right. I'm staying with a friend for a few days. I think I've decided to take that job in Devon, I haven't got Caitlin to stop me now, so I might as well go and enjoy playing the big boss."
"You're definitely going to leave Cait and divorce her then?"
"What choice have I got Lin, I'm not staying married to a woman that goes sleeping around, I've got some pride."
"But you still love her don't you?"
"Yes of cousre I love her, more now than when we got married. Well you know all about that, I stood by her then, and soon fell in love with her. I have fallen deeper in love with her every year. To be honest I don't know how I am going to survive without her, but I will have to. Look, I've got to go Lin, I've a hell of a lot to do today, I'll call again you later."
"No wait a minute Roger. I don't know what happened when you were married, but I do know you two have always made a wonderful couple. As long as I've known you, you have always seemed so in love with each other. Please Roger? Come round here and talk things over with Jim and me before you do anything drastic."
"Well you should get Jimmy to tell you the story of my wedding. It's different from how most people marry. And OK I'll talk things through with you two, but I don't know what good it can do. Bye."
"OK we'll see you tonight for diner then, Seven o-clock alright with you?"
"Yea, I'll be there. But Lin?"
"Yes."
"NO Caitlin!"
"OK, I promise!"
With that I disconnected. I had guessed Linda had planned to have Caitlin there tonight but she was wasting her time. Caitlin and I were through.
Jean called me around lunchtime, and asked if I knew how long the affair had been going on. I told her that I was playing my cards close to my chest at the moment. If she started proceedings against Tony, I would give her everything that I had, but not until then. She asked for my solicitors' details and said she would be at their office first thing Monday morning. I told her I would meet her there.
++++++++++++++++++
Six o-clock saw me parked up the road from Jimmy and Linda's place. Caitlin's car was parked out front, so I waited for her to leave. She came out with the children about six fifteen. I saw her look up and down the road, she didn't spot me because I was in Greg's car again.
When she had gone I left the car were it was and walked down to the house. Jimmy and Lin saw me coming, and they were both at the door to greet me.
"Hi Rog. From your timing we assume you saw Caitlin leave?" Jim said, as Linda gave me a hug.
"What was she doing here? Explaining how she's the innocent party, how her fucking Tony was all my fault, I suppose. Well I'll tell you now! I'm not interested in her excuses; so please don't you two start trying to put any pressure on me. Caitlin is strong willed and she has always done her own thing. She knew exactly what she was doing, and she knows what I think about adultery and what I'm going to do now."
"But Rog it can't do any harm to talk?" Linda replied.
"Three or four weeks ago she had all the opportunity she required, if she had felt she needed to talk to me, she could have done so then. But while I didn't know she was shagging Tony, she saw no reason to talk about it. Now I've found out, she suddenly want's a nice conciliatory chat. Well that one's out of the window. I told her last night, Caitlin shagged her way into our marriage and now she's succeeded in shagging her way out of it."
"I heard you say that last night Roger. But I'm sorry, I don't understand what do you mean by it." Linda asked.
"Haven't you told her Jim, I'd have thought it was a juicy bit of gossip!"
"What happened between you and Caitlin back then was your own private business. You have always been my friend, my best friend come to that. The only people I have ever discussed how you and Caitlin came to get married with, have been you and your brother. I've always thought that I would be breaking your trust, so I have told Linda nothing about it."
"Oh Shit Jim. I'm sorry. That was rude of me. You're a better friend than I realised. I assumed, you thought I was a bloody mug like most of the guy's did."
"No I never thought you a mug. You believed Claire was your kid and you did what you thought was the right thing at the time, and I have always thought it was the right decision you made. That makes you a better man than the guys that would have walked away."
"Sorry Guy's. But you've lost me here. Could you please tell me what you talking about." Linda was looking very confused.
"Look Rog, you and Lin go settle yourselves in the lounge and then you can tell Lin the whole story. I'm bound to get it all wrong, I'll get on with the dinner."
"Domesticated him haven't you." I said to Linda as she led the way into they're lounge.
"He's a darn sight better cook than me." she replied.
I sat on the sofa and Linda perched herself on the edge of one of the armchairs. I could sense she was impatient to hear the saga of how Caitlin and Roger got married.
"Where do I start? You know I've never had to tell this story before, I have always assumed that it was relayed to everyone behind my back."
"You underestimate the respect your friends hold you in. Very few people know the real story." Jimmy's voice came from the kitchen. He was obviously going to listen in."
"Now Linda, you are bound to think this just couldn't happen. But it did! I first met Caitlin when I was at Uni. I lived in a house with about ten other people at the time, mostly students. Some real 'Hippie Type' called Willie owned the place, he was really laid back and stoned out of his head most of the time. Different people, kind of came and went all the time. I had been dating a girl called Kathleen for the three years I lived there."
"Sex on legs, boy, was she a cracker!" Jimmy's dismembered voice came from the kitchen again.
"If you're going to keep interrupting, Rog will never get this story out. Now please be quiet Jim." Linda scolded.
"Caitlin moved into the house and shared a room with a girl called Elaine. Elaine was a right little slapper, used to jump into bed with just about anyone that brought her a drink."
"Soon after she arrived Caitlin made it plain that she fancied me. God she was a real pain, and Kathy used to get real upset if ever she saw me talking to Cait."
"Well as far as I was concerned Cait was wasting her time, Kathy was my destiny we had been together three years. And besides the fact, that we had two different homes we were living as man and wife. We just spent half the week sleeping in my bed and the other half in Kath's."
"It just after Christmas and I was in my last year at Uni., when Kathy met me from a lecture one afternoon and told me it was over. She announced she was going to marry some guy and fly off to the States with him. I'll never know when she met the guy, Christ she was with me most of the time and had been for the previous three years. I don't know whether she had been playing me for a fool all that time or what. But she was gone and I was left devastated, I loved the girl."
"Anyway, I almost had a breakdown. I drank myself silly and missed most of my lectures. Assignments I didn't bother with at all and I was well on my way to flunking out big time. But Jimmy and the boys got tough with me, they made cut down on the drinking and got me to sort out my studies. I found that by throwing myself into my studies I could get through the days."
"But the nights, I kept having these terrible dreams, nightmares to me. I would dream about Kathy every night. I tried to get myself just drunk enough to fall into a stupor. But I still had those dreams, in them Kathy and I were always making love."
"I'm sorry if this is embarrassing you Linda but you wanted the story and believe it or not this is an important part of it."
"No. No. don't worry about me." Lin replied, "You carry on."
"Well these bloody nightmares went on and on for months. Until one night I suddenly realised I was awake and I wasn't having a bloody dream! Kathy was jumping up and down on my, Er, penis shagging me. Then I realised, it wasn't Kathy. It was bloody Caitlin. I threw her off me and demanded to know what the hell she thought she was doing."
"She sat on the floor grinning at me and told me that she had been coming into my bed almost every night for months and we had been having sex. I wouldn't believe her, but she swore that she had. Well, I kicked her out of my room, convinced she was lieing."
"Later in the day I was telling Willie about Caitlin being in my room and having sex with me, and he told me he knew all about it. As Willie put it,"
"Hey man, you were missing your woman and needed to get laid. We just laced your drinks with some 'Dust' and you didn't know who you were making out with!"
"I'm not joking. Willie and Caitlin had been drugging me at night and then when I was high, Caitlin had been coming to my room pretending to be Kathy. I hadn't been having nightmares, I had been stoned out of my bloody mind. When I came down during the day I had just assumed that I had been dreaming."
"I went ape-shit at the pair of them. But they didn't seem to think they had done anything wrong. Caitlin said she was in love with me and it was the only way she could get near me. Willie just kept telling me to, 'be cool man, you made out with a beautiful woman'. What was I getting upset about?"
"I had to admit Caitlin certainly was a looker, and if I hadn't been in love with Kathy, I probably would have dated her. But I was still hung up on Kathy and I couldn't believe what they had done."
"Well, after that the nightmare's stopped, but a month or so later, just as I was taking my finals, the what you might call day-mare started. I got home after sitting a real pig of an exam to be accosted by Elaine."
Elaine informed me that Caitlin was pregnant with my kid and demanded to know what the hell I intended to do about it. I told her. 'I hadn't shagged Caitlin. Caitlin had shagged me when I wasn't compos mentis. Caitlin would have to get herself an abortion.' Elaine went loopy and told me Caitlin was a devout Catholic and abortion was not an option.
Well what was I going to do? Caitlin was going to have a baby. My Baby! Could be I'm stupid. I had screwed a lot of girls over the years. But always, in the back of my mind I knew that if I got a girl in the family way, I would do what my dad would call, The Right Thing.
So two months later Caitlin and I got married. I didn't love her at first, but as time past, I fell head over heals for her. Within the year I would have walked on water for her. Nowadays my heart skips a beat whenever I see her. It did earlier, when she came out of your front door. Everything she has ever asked for, I have tried to give her. Except satisfaction in bed it seems.
"Now hold on Rog, you don't know the whole story there!" Linda said.
"I know enough Linda! But I have digressed let me finish. Caitlin swears she had not intended to get pregnant when she was getting into my bed after Willie had drugged me. It appears she fell foul of the antibiotic trap. You know it wasn't common knowledge in those days that antibiotics messed up the birth control pill. I have always believed that Caitlin told me the truth about the pill not working. It had been Elaine who told me Caitlin was pregnant, and I know that Cait was extremely angry with her for telling me."
"You don't think she got pregers to trap you into marriage then?"
"No, That's what most people think. But I am sure she just messed up with the pill. I don't think she would have told me about the baby if Elaine hadn't. Caitlin had already brought her tickets back to Ireland, I found them amongst her things when she was in hospital having Claire. You know up until this last few weeks I have never known Caitlin lie to me, well to be honest I don't think she has ever lied to me and I don't know what Caitlin would have said if I had challenged her about her affair with Tony."
"There was no affair!" Linda commented.
"What do you call the two of them rolling around on a Motorlodge bed then? After four weeks you can't call it a one night stand."
"Well personally, I would call it RAPE! I'm not a judge but I would say, being blackmailed into having sex with someone is rape!"
"What?"
"You heard me! Tony used blackmailed to get Caitlin into that hotel room. She wouldn't tell us what he was holding over her. Whatever it was, she believes that if you found out about it, you would leave her, so it has got to be something pretty bad. Caitlin told us today, she only went with Tony under duress. Roger you really need to talk to Caitlin get her to tell you what she was so scared of you finding out about."
"If she was that worried about it that she shagged Tony to stop me finding out. Cait's hardly going to tell me now, is she?"
"Well she might, she thinks she's lost you. You say she has never lied to you. If you asked her a straight question she might think it would hurt you less, if you knew what Tony had used as a lever to get her into bed. You're going to have to talk to her Roger and soon, before it's too late."
"What do you mean by, too late?"
"I think Caitlin is so upset about this that she might do something silly."
"I agree with Linda on that!" Jimmy said, as he came back into the room, "She is very down and was saying some unnerving things earlier."
"What kind of things?"
"Oh, you know, she said that there was no point in going on without you, and she might as well be dead. Christ, she said it with such conviction, she scared the shit out of us. So much so, that Lin called Carla before you came. She's going round your house to keep an eye on Caitlin and look after her. But we can't watch her all the time. Look Roger, you've got the kids to consider here."
"I thought by leaving her with the house and the children, I was being magnanimous. I didn't even contemplate her doing anything silly, I had assumed her had affair because she wanted out of our marriage and she would be happy I was gone."
"Well I can tell you, she's devastated that you have left." Linda said, "I've never seen anyone as depressed as Caitlin was today. I know I'm asking a lot of you. But please go and talk to her tonight. You don't need her suicide hanging over you as well."
Linda and Jimmy were sure that Caitlin was about to do something drastic and they convinced me that I had to do something to prevent it. Diner was forgotten, as I left them and drove over to my house.
End of part Three.



        Sex, Lies, and Confusion Ch. 04

        His mistake caused they’re problems.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/sex-lies-and-confusion-ch-04

Title: Sex, Lies, and Confusion Ch. 04

Author: The Wanderer

Category: Loving Wives

Description: His mistake caused they’re problems.

Tags: reconciliation, love, error of judgement, revenge

Series: Sex, Lies, and Confusion


As I entered my house to find Carla, in the lounge talking on the phone, she gave me a quick smile and nod as she talked. I listened to one side of her conversation.
"He's just arrived now."
"No, I got Phil to take the children back to our place, they have no idea what's going on, we just told them that Caitlin wasn't well. Roger will have to go and see them later."
"We've called the doctor to her, he should be here soon. But we don't want him giving her too many pills and things in the condition her minds in at the moment. Perhaps Rog will be able to calm her down a bit."
"OK Jean, I'll speak to you tomorrow. Bye."
She replaced the receiver and smiled at me.
"Oh God Rog, I'm so glad you're here, Caitlin's in a terrible state. She's in your bedroom, you've got to go and talk to her."
"Thanks for being hear Carla, Lin and Jim persuaded me that I needed to speak to her. But I can't undo anything, she started all this."
"No Roger, that arse-hole Tony started this! Now we've all got to try and pick up the pieces. We realise you have been very badly hurt, but for the time being Caitlin is still you're wife and she loves you very much. From what she has been saying I don't think she intends to live without you. Please go up there and at least give her some hope. With time she might be able to accept losing you, but she couldn't handle the shock you gave her last night!"
I didn't reply to Carla; I went up to the bedroom.
Caitlin didn't hear me enter the room; she was lying on the bed, curled up in the foetal position. I could hear her sobbing into the pillow, at the same time she was mumbling to herself. As always my heart tried to reach out to her, and I felt like a piece of shit. I had brought the woman I love to this. But no I hadn't; Caitlin had done the cheating I had just reacted as any man would. I'm only bloody human.
"Caitlin." I whispered softy. "Caitlin can you hear me?"
Cait stopped crying and slowly lifted her head from the pillow. I think she wasn't sure whether she had imagined my voice or not.
"Caitlin I'm here. Do you want to see me?"
She turned to look at me, her eyes looked red raw from crying. God she looked like death, no wonder everyone was so worried.
"Please Roger, I'm so sorry."
I crossed the two paces to the bed and took her in my arms.
"Not now Babe, I'm not leaving, I love you. I read it all wrong, I thought you were tired of me."
Caitlin started mumbling again, but I couldn't make out what she was saying.
"Baby you have to calm down and get some sleep, everything will be alright tomorrow!"
I wasn't really convinced of what I was saying. But there are times in life when you just have to say what people need to hear, and this was one of them.
A few minutes later the doctor arrived, Carla and I had filled him in on the story, he gave Caitlin a sedative and said he would see her again in the morning.
Once Caitlin was asleep. Carla told me that Jean had told her that with the help of the police, she had thrown Tony out of the house. Jean told Carla that she wasn't putting any blame on Caitlin and had called to try to tell her, in the long term she hopped they would be friends again. But of course Caitlin had been in no condition to talk.
It struck me that whatever Caitlin had said after I left last night. It appeared to have convinced everyone that Tony was the villain of the piece and Caitlin was the fall guy. I was beginning to wonder how our friends were going to react to me if I were to divorce Cait?
At Carla's suggestion I slept in the same bed as Caitlin. Carla thought that if Caitlin wakes up, me being there should calm her down. When I awoke in the morning Caitlin's arms were around me, and it was with some difficulty that I extracted myself. Caitlin was still out of it from the sedatives.
Downstairs Carla, who had stayed the night in our spare room had prepared breakfast. We sat to eat it and were just beginning to discuss what was going to happen between Caitlin and me. When suddenly we heard a heart rending scream come from the bedroom.
"NNNNooooooooooooooooo! No Oh no!"
Carla, who was nearer the door, ran up the stairs with me in close pursuit. We arrived in the bedroom to find Caitlin sitting on the floor beside the bed sobbing uncontrollably. Carla knelt beside her, enveloping Cait in her arms.
"Caitlin what's wrong?" she asked.
"I dreamt he had come back, he was here with me, but he's not! Oh I miss him so much. What am I going to do?"
"I am here Cait! I said in as gentle a voice as I could manage. I haven't gone away again."
Caitlin who hadn't seen me enter the room, jumped to her feet and threw her arms around me. I gave her a hug in return.
"You must relax Caitlin, because you are making yourself ill. When you feel up to it you can tell me what happened and I promise I will listen to your explanations."
"Oh darling I'd thought I'd lost you. Please forgive me."
"Cait, I want to forgive you, but I don't know you reasons for betraying our marriage, you are going to have to convince me that I should. But please don't go worrying about it now, Just try and calm yourself down and don't go scaring us like that again. Now I don't want too but I have to go out for a little while and meet Jean."
Caitlin gave a start.
"Don't go getting exited, Jean isn't blaming you for all this. She called yesterday to make her piece with you. But she needs my help in getting rid of Tony. I've got to meet her shortly, but I'll be back by around lunchtime, you just take things easy and we'll talk later."
Carla told me she would stay until Linda came to relieve her. I queried about the children but Carla said they would be all right at her place, as she had the au pere as well as her children's nanny (Phil's a high flyer, money is no object in their home.) but I had better pop in and say hallow to them.
After assuring Caitlin once again that I would be back later, I left to meet Jean at the solicitors. My presence was not really required but I wanted to be there for Jean.
-----------------------------------------
After Jean had seen the solicitor and put the wheels in motion, we went to a café and had some coffee.
Jean was in remarkably good spirits. She informed me that, the Tony we all knew was not the one she lived with. He would put on a front whenever anyone else was present. Jean said he was frequently violent to her, and she knew he had several affairs, but she never had any proof before. When he hit her, he was usually very careful not to leave any marks.
"Christ Jean" I said, "Why the hell didn't you tell us that Tony was abusing you?"
"You were all Tony's friends, before you were mine." She replied, "I didn't know were your loyalties would lie?"
"Bloody Hell Jean, how many times have you heard me say to the kids when they were scrapping, that a gentleman never hits a woman. You should have known that I would have laid Tony out if I knew he had laid a hand on you."
"Well I do now, Phil showed me how a real man reacts when a coward hits a woman, I now know you would do the same, you didn't even threaten violence to Caitlin."
"I've got question for you Jean. Why are you so quick to forgive Caitlin? She was having an affair with your husband."
"Well, after you stormed off last night."
I took the dig without comment.
"Caitlin came back into the house and started to yell at Tony. He told Caitlin she had better shut her mouth or he'd make sure you found out what ES had told him. Caitlin went quiet and it was obvious to me that he was blackmailing her. That's when I really lost my temper with him. Tony lost it and lashed out at me, and then Phil knocked him out."
"ES, are you sure Tony said ES?"
"Definitely and it frightened Caitlin, she clamed up the moment he said it."
"Oh bugger! Tony must have met up with Elaine and she's told Tony something that Caitlin thought would upset me. Shit! Now things make sense. Cait you silly cow, don't you trust me by now?"
"You know what this secret of Caitlin's is then?" Jean asked.
"I afraid I do Jean. Unfortunately it makes this all my fault. I should have told Caitlin I knew years ago. But I never seamed to find the right time, I didn't want Caitlin thinking I was holding it against her. In the end I thought it was best to pretend I didn't know and forget about it. Looks like I got it wrong."
------------------------------------------
I arrived back home around twelve, to find Linda had replaced Carla, on Caitlin sitting duties. Caitlin was looking much better and was sat in the lounge. She had made a good effort and looked more like she was going out for the evening, than having and awkward interview with her husband. I think she might have been trying to distract me with her natural beauty. Linda made us a pot of tea and then left us alone to talk.
Caitlin poured the tea and then sat looking at me. I thought there was no point beating around the bush, so I asked.
"OK Cait, you appear to have convinced everyone that Tony blackmailed you into having sex with him. They say you wouldn't tell them what he used to blackmail you, But now your going to have to tell me!"
"I I can't you'll hate me if I tell you. Please I don't want to lose you."
"To be honest Cait. You've already lost me! You shagging Tony is a good enough reason for me to divorce you. Now if you've been forced to shag him, I'm willing to take that into account. But you have got to tell me what Elaine told Tony that you didn't want me to hear."
My mention of Elaine's name gave Caitlin a shock. I saw her physically jump.
"Think about it Cait. You jumped into bed with Tony to stop him telling me something. He could well send me an e-mail or letter to tell me what it was. Then again Elaine could meet someone else and tell them. What are you going to do to keep the next one quiet. Shag them as well?"
Cait was crying again.
"I can't. I can't tell you! You'll hate me."
"Oh shit" I thought, "If you wont bring this into the open I'm going to have to do it!"
"OK lets do this a different way. Supposing I make a calculated guess and you tell me if I'm right."
Caitlin is looking at me now with wide eyes.
"Let's speculate that some young beautiful young woman falls head over heals in love with a self centred Pratt of a university student. The guys an idiot and doesn't realise what a prize he's passing up."
Caitlin had a confused and worried look on her face.
"Now our beautiful young woman is so in love with this guy she will do just about anything to be near him, but the guy doesn't even give her a second glance. After a time she finds out that her friend is having sex with this guy when he is stoned out of his mind, so she talks her friend into letting her have sex with him. She doesn't take any precautions and gets pregnant. Which was what she really wanted all the time. She figures if she can't have the guy, she'll have his child."
"Having got herself pregnant our young woman plans to return to her home in Ireland to have the child. Now her friend does something that she hadn't planned on. Her friend tells the guy that she is pregnant and surprise, surprise the guy goes to the young woman and asks her to marry him. The young woman says she will as she loves the guy, but everyone starts saying that she got pregnant to trap him into marrying her. I'm right so far, aren't I?"
"Yeesss." Caitlin said very softly.
"Well, shall we say that our young woman, starts to feel unnecessarily guilty about the accusations that she tricked her man. Then her erstwhile friend, who is much more worldly wise, comes up with the antibiotic story to explain why the birth control pills hadn't worked."
"But what neither of the girls know is that the guy she married, knew she was never on the bloody pill in the first place. And to complicate things for them in they're later married life, the bloody fool never did get around to telling the woman that he didn't care about the little white lie, he was just happy to be married to the woman he loved."
"Oh God darling!" Caitlin said, "You knew all the time that I wasn't on the pill."
"Of course I bloody knew, but I could never think of a way to tell you that wouldn't have been calling you a liar after you came up with that story. To me it was a little white lie and I forgot about it years ago. I love you. I married you because I loved you, not because you were pregnant. What was the point in bringing that all up again. You just jumped the gun a little."
"But how could you know that I wasn't on the pill?"
"Caitlin, that's one secrete I'm not going to divulge to you. But rest assured I knew you weren't on the pill and that Elaine was. As a healthy young student it was, shall we say, my duty to know whom it was safe to shag and who would require measures. Can we leave it at that."
Caitlin was smiling now.
"You randy bugger. I knew you had a reputation before you got hooked up with Kathleen. But, if you could tell whether they were on the pill or not it looks to me, as if you made an art out of seducing girls."
"I couldn't tell if a girl was on the pill by looking at them, I just made it my business to know who was available if I fancied them."
"But you didn't fancy me you used to avoid me."
"I avoided you because I was committed to Kathleen at the time I met you. Kathleen knew I liked you and would really get out of her pram when she saw me talking to you. I had to blank you, to keep her happy. Then after she dumped me I needed to get my head around my degree, so I steered clear of all women for a while."
"But then you went and got all impatient. Once I had graduated, I would most probably have asked you to go out with me, but you kind of jumped the gun on that a little, didn't you!"
"So if I hadn't got pregnant you might still have taken me out, and maybe married me?"
"The way I felt about you, I should imagine we would have got married in the long term. But then we would have missed out on something very special wouldn't we."
"What?"
"Claire of course. My little angel!"
"Rog am I forgiven?"
"No I'll never forgive you for not coming to me and telling me Tony had approached and threatened you. It shows me that after twelve years you hadn't learned to trust my commitment enough."
"I'm sorry darling, I promise I'll never mistrust you again."
"You had better not! Now don't you think you should go and collect our kids, they'll begin to think something's wrong with our marriage if they don't see us together before long."
"Yes darling." Caitlin replied, she came over and gave me a hug and kiss then went out the front door to collect the children.
As I watched her drive off Linda came into the room and stood beside me.
"So that was it, Caitlin was scared you'd think she'd tricked you into marrying her. She thought you would leave her over that."
"So it seems. You've got to remember that she has lived with a lie all the time we've been married. She must have thought that I only married her in the first place because of Claire. I'd have thought she would have realised by now, how much I love her."
"Roger I get the feeling your more upset about her not trusting your love, than her going with Tony."
"I think I am Linda, Caitlin has now idea how much I love her."
"But you were going to leave her!"
"I was going to let her go Linda, I had assumed, her going with Tony was a sign that she was fed up with being married to me. I was giving her, her freedom. A way out if she wanted it."
"So you're going to forgive her?"
"For cheating yes, but not, for not having the trust in my love. I think that's a wound that will stay in my heart forever."
-------------------------------------
Three months later we are sat on shores of Lake Balaton in Hungary. Caitlin and I are watching the children swimming with Jimmy and Phil. Carla and Linda are organising lunch in kitchen of the vast Villa we have hired.
"Oh God," Caitlin suddenly said, "I just thought how close we came to not being here this year."
"Well we are here, so don't go worrying about it."
"But I do, I was so worried, I really thought I'd lost you when you made your speech at Linda and Jimmy's diner party. How long had you know about, You know Tony and me?"
"A couple of weeks I suppose, but I didn't know who were with until the Wednesday before. When I found out who it was, I could only just control my self, I nearly came in there to kick the hotel room door down."
"God, I wish you had, I would have loved to see you beat him up."
"No Caitlin, you know that's not my style. If I'd beat him up it would have been over. The fear of my revenge is far worse for him than the revenge itself."
"Do you know that Tony has moved once again. The last report I received, he was in the bar of his hotel in New York, when two guys sat at the next table to him. They made sure he overheard them talking about a special contract coming in from an English client. Then they let my name slip. I'm told, Tony checked out of the hotel less then ten minutes later. He's in Chicago now, and one of my Old University pal's there is planning a scare to throw into him there, in the very near future."
"How long are you going to keep on frightening him?"
"As long as the Pratt keeps moving to places where I've got friends. A lot of people owe me favours. But I should imagine I'll lose track of him in the end."
"Poor Jean, you're keeping Tony from contacting her and the children."
"Poor Jean, my bloody foot! You really do need to have a long talk to her. Jean and the kid's are my main source of intelligence concerning Tony. He was a right bastard to her and the kid's. They lived in fear of the arse-hole and now they all revel in the fact, I've got him running scared. There's no love lost there."
"He is an evil bastard. You should have seen the look on his face when he told me that he new I hadn't been on the pill. He had a really sick grin on his face as he told me, that when he told you he had proof I tricked you, you would leave me. I had worried about that dam story of Elaine's ever since she came up with it. The times I nearly told you about the lie and then chickened out."
"Look just forget it will you, I love you and you love me, so lets just be happy. Mind you, there is just one thing that's bothered me."
"What's that darling?"
"Why the hell did you fuck me crazy before you went to meet the arse-hole?"
"Are well, you see he was forcing me to have sex with him. It made him think he had something over you as well as me. Well, I told him that I couldn't have sex with anyone unless they got me in the mood first. He didn't like the idea but I made him eat me out before I would let him shag me. Now, by making sure I was full of your sperm before he got there, I got a little payback. I went to a lot of trouble you know, I got this little plug thing that I kept putting in after you fucked me. After I kicked him in the balls at Linda's place I bent down and told him that he had been eating your cum every time he fucked me, the wimp threw-up all over Linda's new carpet."
"You're a sick devious girl Caitlin."
"Yea but I'm you're sick devious girl. Now would you like to tell me, exactly when you realised that it was me shagging you and that you weren't dreaming of Kathy?"
"Are now, there's a question."
"And I like an answer please."
"Well let's put it this way, If you take or are given drugs. They sort of lose there effectiveness over time, your body gets used to them and it takes more of them to have the same effect. That's the drawback for your average junky, the more he takes the more he needs. Now Willie slipped the same amount of whatever that dust shit was into my drink every night. By the third week I knew it was Elaine who was coming into my bed."



"You sneaky bugger!"
"Come off it Cait, it suited me down to the ground. I was getting laid every night and I didn't have to waist any time during the day keeping the bitch happy, I needed that time for my studies."
"I still think it was sneaky of you."
"Anyway one night Elaine came in and you were with her. I heard all you said to her about, if you couldn't have me you were going to have my baby. Well I didn't care I thought you were nice and I had intended to chat you up after my finals anyway. But once you started kissing me I realised I'd been all-wrong about Kathy. From the first night you got into my bed, I knew we were going to get married."
"Why did you throw me out of your bed that night, then?"
"Ah well, I heard you telling Elaine that you were late and you thought you could be pregnant. I had too bring things to a head a bit quick, before you disappeared off to Ireland. But when I threw you out of my bed, you didn't tell me you had one up the spout."
"I was in a bit of a quandary for a while, but then I had idea of winding Elaine up enough to make her tell me. I had a hell of a time getting her mad enough. She really thought she had won a great victory that day."
"Roger Parsons you are a mean, sneaky, low down liar. But I love you, now is there anything else I should know?"
"Come on darling I've never lied to you; I just didn't tell you the whole truth. You're the one that's got caught out, telling lies."
"Well there'll be now more lies between us from now on. Agreed."
"Agreed."
The End.
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Chapter 01: Sandra's Story
Author's note.
This was going to be the part one of a two or three part story. But as I had just finished this part and was starting on the second; the wife called to tell me that our oldest pony was down in the stable. After five hours of pushing and shoving and a vets bill that is going to make my eyes water. I had lost the inclination to carry on writing the second story; which I had intending to call "No Welcome Home- Dave's Story." It's shame because I was enjoying writing some sex scenes for that part, but I can always use them elsewhere.
Anyway I figured that it might be fun to follow the lead of a couple of my favourite authors, and challenge everyone to see what you can make of part two. I have cut out some sections that forced the story to go the way I was intending and I invite everyone who feels inclined, to see what he or she can do. I only ask you please use "No Welcome Home" in your tittle, but not "Dave's Story" because you never know the inspiration may return.
The Wanderer.
Sandra's Story
"Hello there, I'm Sandra Laurence, it looks like we're going to be rooming together for a while."
"Oh, you've heard of me. You know you mustn't believe all you hear. Look; let me tell you what really happened. Well, all I know of it anyway."
I first got the nasty feeling that something wasn't quite right as the train pulled into the station and my husband was not waiting on the platform for me. Dave was always there to collect me when I came home from my seminars. It was the same procedure four or five times a year, I would be away for five days. Well actually the seminars only lasted two days but I would stay over for an extra day in the city and do some shopping and things, then travel home on the Friday. David always insisted on driving me to the station, as he didn't like the idea of my car being left in the station car park all that time.
But for some reason Dave hadn't made his usual evening call to me on the Thursday night and when I had tried to call him I could get no answer from the home phone and his mobile was apparently turned off. I found this a bit disconcerting as Dave was a creature of habit and had never failed to call me on time before.
After checking around the car park, to make sure Dave wasn't there; I had to get a taxi home. The house was very quiet and dark when I got inside and there was no answer when I called out for him. After putting my bags down, I did a quick search of the house. I didn't know what I was expecting to find; maybe Dave had fallen and hurt him self or something. He wasn't anywhere inside and I had to use a torch to search the garden; but there was no sign of him there either. When I checked the garage I found both Dave's and my cars were in there.
I was getting really concerned now. The house was immaculate unlike it usually was, when I got home after being away. You see Dave's a writer, well an author really and when he gets into one of his books, nothing gets in the way. If I'm not at home he tends to eat Chinese or pizza's that he has delivered and he has the annoying habit of leaving the packaging all over the place, usually on the kitchen table. Well you know what men are like. The sink should have had a stack of Dave's used coffee cups in it, but that day it was empty and the Coffee maker was cold. I can never remember it ever being cold before when Dave was around, I think he lives on the stuff. So something was definitely not right.
I phoned the near neighbours to see if Dave had gone to call on any of them. Then the local Pub as Dave sometimes walks down there. No one appeared to have seen him since the previous Sunday. But that didn't make sense as I had spoken to him on the Wednesday and I was sure he told me he was at home. I'm was getting really worried by now and got the idea of calling the takeaways that Dave normally uses. None of them could remember delivering to our house that week. I Just didn't know what the hell was going on?
I called Dave's agent John Andrews, if Dave had gone off on a research trip John would know about it. But John hadn't spoken to Dave for a fortnight and he didn't know of any trips Dave had planned. By now I was getting desperate and called the police. Well Paul Johnson anyway, he's a Detective Inspector who lives just up the road from us. He's a good friend of ours and Dave gets advice from him on police maters.
Paul came right over and had me check if any of Dave's clothes were missing, as I hadn't thought of doing that. But all his clothes appeared to be there. He took a quick look at our computer and said that no files appeared to have been changed since the previous weekend and Dave's e-mails apparently hadn't been down loaded for a week either. Paul said besides checking the local hospitals, which he would do for me; we couldn't do anything more that night.
I didn't sleep that well and on Saturday morning Paul came back
He said Dave wasn't in any of the local hospitals and asked me for the precise details as to when I had last seen and spoken to him. I told him Dave dropped me off at the station early on Monday morning. And he had called me at my hotel every evening at 6.30 until Wednesday. I had been expecting him to call me again on Thursday. When he hadn't called me by 7 o'clock I had tried to call Dave, as I had a table booked for dinner. But I had not got an answer.
Paul asked if I knew from were Dave had called me and I told him our home phone. But Paul then told me that no calls had been made on our home phone between the Sunday evening and when I got had home on Friday evening.
Paul asked if anyone had seen Dave drop me at the Station, but I said I didn't think so, as it had been very early; I had caught the first train. Then he wanted to know were I had been staying. I noticed that Paul was taking notes now and asked him why.
"In this job, you have to take note of everything. Now I am going to need access to Dave's computer if you don't mind?"
I told him, to go ahead. But he then surprised me by taking the computer away with him, saying he would drop it back to me in a couple of days.
By Sunday afternoon I had called everyone I could think of, but no one had seen or heard from Dave. I was beginning to really worry that something might have happened to him. Monday morning I went to work as usual. I wasn't really in the mood for it, but I had to try and get my mind off worrying about Dave. The morning dragged on very slowly. Some of the girls in my office said I should go home because I was so upset.
Around ten A.M. on the Monday morning my life took a frightening turn. Two police officers came to my office and asked me to accompany them to the police station. I asked them if it was about Dave and had they found him. They said no they hadn't found him and yes it was about my husband's disappearance.
At the police station Paul came over and suggested that it might be a good idea for me to get a solicitor. I found this strange but did as he advised. Once my solicitor had arrived, we were taken into an interview room and another police inspector introduced him self and told me he would like me to repeat everything that I had told Paul. So for the next hour or so I went back over everything.
When I had finished, he asked if I was sure that Dave's calls were made at exactly 6.30 and I told him that Dave was a creature of habit. When I was away from home he would have the computer set up to remind him to stop working to do things. That included eating and calling me.
He took me by surprise and asked if I knew a man called Andrew Swingfield. I told him, he was a man who I knew was at the same seminar as me. He asked me how well I knew this Andrew Swingfield. I told him I had met him a few times, but I didn't know him very well. He then informed me, the calls I had received at the hotel; that I claimed came from Dave at our home. Were in fact made from a mobile phone that was registered in the name of Andrew Swingfield, and they had all originated through cell-phone antenna that was located across the road from the hotel.
I was flabbergasted and didn't know what to say to that. Then my solicitor interrupted and requested that we take a break at this point; as he had things he wished to discuss with me. The police turned off they're tape recorders and left the room, but before they did, they told me they had obtained a search warrant for my house, its grounds and my car and they asked for all my keys.
I suddenly realised that they appeared to think that Dave could well be the victim of foul play and it appeared they were looking at me as the culprit.
When we were alone my solicitor asked me what my connection with Andrew Swingfield was. I thought it best to admit that Andrew and I had been in the habit of getting together at the seminars.
"So you're having an affair with him?" He asked.
"No, not an affair, we just enjoy having sex together when were away from home."
"Well to most people, that's called having an affair. How long has this affair been going on for?"
"Two and half, nearly three years."
"Does your husband know about it?"
"Don't be silly! He would divorce me in a moment if he found out. Christ, he might even kill me, Dave's very possessive."
"Mrs Laurence I have to ask you this and I would advise you that it is in your best interest to tell me the truth. Did you have anything to do with, or do you know anything you haven't told me about your husbands disappearance?"
"Don't be silly. Of course I didn't! I love my husband, I wouldn't do anything to hurt him."
"You don't think sleeping with another man would hurt him them?"
"Only if he found...... Oh God! You don't think he found out, do you?"
What I think doesn't mater. But I'm convinced the police believe you, probably with the help of Andrew Swingfield, have disposed of your husband so the two of you can get together."
"But I haven't, I love my husband."
Well you've got a very strange way of showing it Sandra. Now our problem is damage control and staying ahead of the game. The police are searching your house now. I want you to think! Are they going to find anything there?"
"No, nothing I can think of."
"No diaries of yours, or letters to you from this Swingfield fellow or anything?
"Oh shit! They've got the bloody computer. It's got Andrews e-mails to me on it, and my replies."
"Please! Don't tell me they are very graphic?"
"Some of them are a bit over the top. Yes""
"Well we had better hope that your husband turns up in the very near future, hadn't we?"
-----------------------
Well you've probably read the rest of it in the newspapers and seen it on TV. From then on my life has gone down hill.
Look! It's the truth; I honestly haven't got the faintest idea what has happened to Dave or were he is. All I know is, he has never used his credit cards or taken any money from our bank accounts.
Inexplicably the police found traces of Dave's blood in the house and in the boot of my car and a camera booked my car for speeding on the motorway at three in the morning on Monday before the seminar; when I know I was in bed with Dave beside me. They even claimed that they found DNA evidence that appeared to prove Andrew had been in our house. I swear to you, to my knowledge Andrew has never been anywhere near the place.
But the thing we just couldn't explain was how the hell Andrew's garden spade came to turn up in my garden shed. Oh yes, and that bloody cell-phone Dave was supposed to have used to call me at the hotel; it was found in Andrew's Locker at his golf club.
Andrew and I are both due to be sentenced next week; they found us guilty of Dave's manslaughter. My brief thinks we're going to throw the book at us, but he say's we can try an appeal.
I'm convinced Dave is alive and out there somewhere. I'm sure he found out about Andrew and me. He's always been a bloody good author of crime novels, and he knew just how to set us up. He's surely got his revenge on me for cheating on him.
I'm wondering just how vindictive he is going to be. Is he going to make me serve the full term? But then, who would blame him if he did?
The end.
Thanks for taking the time to read my ramblings. As usual, I welcome comments both good and bad. But I can't understand anonymous ones; to me they serve little purpose. Leave your tag.
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The date isn't important to this tale; but for those pedantic readers amongst you, it is set around 1978-ish or anytime with the last thirty years (or so).
*
I didn't really want to go to the party. They were all Stephanie's friends who would be there and I wasn't too struck on any of them. Some guy that used to be in her old crowd had moved back into town, apparently he had been pretty popular with his peers and they were holding a big party to welcome him back. GG had insisted that we had to go.
Stephanie (or GG as I called her) and I had been married for eight years now. We'd met at a party, some the girls in the group that I hung around with had been educated at a Catholic school. This had brought them into contact with some girls that were, shall we say, better off. Or in other words, Daddy's got lots of money, so I'm a stuck up little shit. Well that's how I saw them anyway; my father worked with his hands for a living and I did the same. No bloody silver spoons in my life.
Anyway one night, our group (or gang as you might like to call us) was invited to go to a party at a big house out on the Common. All right, someone in our group was invited, but as far as we were concerned invite one, you get the lot. Well, as I had imagined the party was full of Hooray Henry's and the like; so it wasn't up to much. But the beer was free so it wasn't too bad an evening.
Around midnight I was trying to find somewhere to take a leak and I found this young woman siting on a wall in the garden, crying. Now being a gentleman and with an eye for the outside chance. I strolled over and asked if I could be of some assistance. Well, she told me that she didn't require any assistance. OK she told me to "fuck off!" But I don't give up that easily, and after feigning that I was upset at how she had spoken to me. I offered to go and punch his lights out.
She asked, whose lights I was going to punch out? So I told her
"The guy who had made a beautiful young lady cry."
She looked up at me and laughed.
"He'd kill you," she said.
"In that case I'd die a happy man knowing I championed a lady." I replied.
Well to cut a long story, short. Twenty minutes latter, I was driving her home. She went by the unbelievable tittle of Stephanie Grenville-Gordini. Her father was a company director who drove around in a Rolls, and her mother is a real stuck up cow. Shall we say I was not the flavour of the month with them, but Steph and I seemed to hit it off very well.
Stephanie was about my height, five-foot-seven, slim, with quite small tits and bum. But a face to die for. I was really attracted to her, even though she came from a completely different background from me.
Stephanie was not the kind of name I would wish on anyone, so she became GG to me, If you're old enough, you might remember a film back then, the heroin was called Gee Gee. Anyway the nickname suited me, so I have always used it. G.G. has never made comment, although my in-laws get right out of they're prams over it.
Back to my story. Before we realised it, GG and me had became an item; it was like we were attached at the hip or something. We went everywhere together and soon got into some real heavy petting. She gave me blowjob's like no woman had ever done before (or since), but we never had intercourse (GG's term for it) until after we were married. It was three years before we could tie the knot, as we had to wait until she was twenty-one, you can guess why.
We were deeply in love and settled down in a little flat, and for the next few years every thing was rose's. With lots of blood, sweat and tears we saved enough to buy ourselves a little semi-detached house. GG's parents had plenty of cash but never helped us out; I wasn't good enough for Stephanie in their eyes, so we got no encouragement or help from them. We were just at the point of thinking about starting a family, when this bloody party came up.
Christine one of our old friends came round one day and said there was going to be a big party, because Craig Bannock had come back to town and Craig had insist that Stephanie be invited. I could see that GG was excited to hear this news. I had never heard of this Bannock guy before, but GG's reaction to his name, gave me a bad feeling in my stomach.
A few days later I ran into Tony, Christine's husband, in a pub. When I mentioned the party, he appeared surprised that GG and I were going. I pressed him on the subject and I got the feeling he had said something that he regretted. But after a little coaxing and a few more beers he relented. He told me this Craig was the 'leader of the pack' with that crowd, and that Stephanie and Craig had been an item for a long time before she went out with me.
It had been rumoured that the whole crowd they hung around with used to get a bit wild at some of their parties. I could remember some of the girls in my group of friends used to refer to they're parties as orgies. But GG had never hinted at anything like that happening to me. In fact she talked very little about her teenage years before she met me.
After talking to Tony, I told GG that I didn't want to go to this party. GG got annoyed with me and in the end we had a slanging match. The first real argument of our marriage. The only way I could calm her down was to say I was going, as she had threatened to go without me.
When we got there I was like a fish out of water. A guy who I assumed was Bannock came straight over and kissed Stephanie, ignoring me completely. He dragged GG onto the dance floor and she went with him without looking back at me.
Now, I was really pissed-off. Tony and Christine came over and kept me company whilst I glowered at GG and Bannock.
After maybe half an hour GG came back to me and asked me to dance a slow number with her. Once we were on the floor I told her I was not happy, and if she didn't stop playing up to Bannock we were going home.
GG said that I was being silly. Craig was just an old friend and I shouldn't get jealous. When I insisted that she stayed away from him she got really mad at me and walked off the dance floor to go and sit with Christine. I went and joined them, but you could cut the atmosphere with a knife.
GG was drinking far more than usual, and to be honest I was wishing I had let her come on her own. But I had the feeling that this Bannock guy had plans for my wife this evening that were going to fuck up my life.
Sure enough he came over, and once again ignoring me and asked her to dance. Now Craig Bannock was a big guy maybe e over six foot; I think he thought I was a push over for him, just because he had five or six inches on me. But he was a Hooray Henry and I was a street kid, where I grew up you had to be able to handle yourself and none of that Marquis of Queensbury nonsense.
I was surprised when GG told him, he had to ask her husband if he could dance with her. He turned to me and in a very condescending manor asked me. The look GG gave me made it plan that I had too consent and they went back on the floor. I could see his hands in all the places they shouldn't be, but I was helpless to do anything about it without causing a scene and that would definitely push GG over the edge. After the dance GG came back and danced the next dance with me although we hardly spoke.
As we danced I was keeping my eye on Bannock; he appeared to be making a tour of the place talking to all his pales. But the disconcerting thing was whichever guy he was talking too would take a quick look over at GG and me; Bannock always kept his back to me when he was talking.
I'm not daft, I'd seen the scenario a hundred times before, I just had to figure out what the Prick was planning. I doubted he was thinking of the old fashioned punch-up, which his manoeuvres would normally end in.
After GG and I sat down again, his plan became clear. Some guy I didn't know came over to talk to GG, who introduced him to me. The Guy had brought over drinks for both of us, one taste of the pint he had brought me, told me it was spiked. I didn't get off the boat yesterday! So that was Bannock's plan; I wondered if GG's drink was spiked as well; but figured he wanted her compos mentis when he got into her pants.
I had to be cleaver now, I couldn't drink the fucking Mickey so I had to loose it, and I didn't want Craig to know I was onto him. The other thing I needed to know was, did GG know what was going on? Was she in on Craig's plan to get me drunk, so they could get together?
The first drink I switched with Tony's whilst he and Christine were dancing. The next I surreptitiously dumped into a nearby plant. The third went down the loo. Well that's the way it went on. These Pratt's kept bringing me spiked drinks and I kept dumping them. I made it look like I was drinking them though and started to look a little unsteady on my feet. I think I must have carried it off quite well, because GG told me that I should lay off the drink a bit. Now I had to figure out; was she covering herself or was she really concerned?
Around eleven I thought that the drunken stupor would save me having to dump anymore drinks. We had moved on to a long couch, so I laid back and pretended to fall asleep. GG was sat on one side of me and Tony and Christine on the other.
Shortly after he thought I was asleep, Bannock came over. I watched him coming through half closed eyes. He took GG out on the floor and they danced around together. I saw him getting in a good few gropes and was surprised and pleased to see that GG was now pushing his hands away. Maybe I could trust her, but she'd had a lot to drink.
Shortly after they stopped playing records and some joker started playing the piano. Almost everyone got in a huddle around him and they started singing Rugby songs. I doubt any of these guys had ever been anywhere near a Rugby Pitch in they're lives. As I remember the ones that I knew were wimps of the first order. The only thing they had going for them was they're parents' money.
"This is were things start getting out of hand." I heard Christine say to Tony. "The girls will be getting they're tits out next."
"Shall we go home" Tony replied "I don't think I'm into Orgies."
"We can't. What about Stephanie and John? John's in no condition to know what's going on. If we go Craig will be fucking Stephanie over that piano in front of everyone. He's done it before!"
"Shit you've got to be joking."
"I'm not, he had nearly all the girls naked one night, then he bent Steph over a table and fucked her in front of everyone. Then he let his friend fuck her as well, while he had her try to suck him off again. But he couldn't get it up a third time."
"What do you mean a third time?"
"You'll see, when the slag's start stripping, he'll have one of them give him a blow job. I'd bet it would be Stephanie, if John and us weren't here. He might try for her anyway, she's had a lot to drink and John's out cold."
"Oh Christ Christine, what the hell are we going to do if he does."
"I haven't got the faintest idea. I wish John hadn't got so drunk, he'd have put a stop to it."
They went quiet as Craig's voice could be heard starting a chant. "Get them out. Get them out."
They all joined in and a big woman with rather large tits began to strip off her blouse and bra. Within moments she was dancing around, her massive tits bouncing up and down.
Everyone cheered, and then the chanting started again. Until another girl stripped to the waist. Five minutes later nearly all of the girls had they're tops off and were dancing around displaying they're tits. GG had stepped back a bit, but appeared to be watching with interest.
Suddenly the chant changed to 'Get them off' and the big girl who had been the first to get her tits out, striped out of the rest of her clothes. Soon other girls started to follow suit.
The big girl was hugging some guy who I assumed was her husband or boyfriend as they had been together most of the evening. Bannock said something to her, but I couldn't make out what it was because of the noise. She looked at her man and he nodded to her, then she went over to Bannock and dropped to her knees before him.
The chant changed once again to "Get it out. Get it out." and the girl undid Bannocks trousers, pulled them down and got his cock out; which she then proceeded to kiss and suck. Her fella went up behind her, dropped his trousers and proceeded to fuck her from behind.
The chanting had virtually stopped now. While the girl still sucking him, Bannock called out to GG. "Come on Steph lets see those lovely tits of yours?"
Everyone's attention now turned to GG. She looked unsure of what she was going to do and looked over at the three of us on the couch.
"Don't be a silly bitch" Christine said, but I don't know whether GG heard her, as the chanting of "Get them out" had started up again.
GG looked undecided for about a minute, then suddenly she was naked to the waist, and dancing around. The chanting changed to "Get them off" again and she stopped dancing and stood looking at me for a while. Then she obviously made a decision.
The room went very quiet as everyone watched GG removed her skirt and pants. I began to think they had all been waiting for Stephanie to get naked. Then Bannock said to her in a very commanding tone.
"Come over here my little slutt. You can finish this blow job off for me; you're much better at it than Jean."
GG slowly began to move towards him.
"Shit we've got to do something." Tony said, Then he and Christine both stood up and Christine called out to GG. "Stephanie NO!"
GG turned to look at Christine and Tony, but saw me standing beside them looking as sober as a Judge and a look of horror came on her face.
I had several choices now; I could walk over and thump Bannock, which was my preferred option. But I had to discard that idea, as he was surrounded by his friends and I'd probably get my head kicked in. I could drag Stephanie out of there, which I suppose a lot of people would have done, or I could just walk out and leave her, there. I chose the last option; I figured she had just striped naked on the whim of that Pratt, and was just about to give him a blowjob. Leave the bitch and get a divorce I figured was my only sensible course of action.
I turned and walked out, with Tony in hot pursuit.
"Hold on John, you can't leave Stephanie here with these arse-holes." He said.
"If she want's to fuck them all, she can. I don't give a shit anymore." I replied.
I got in my car, but those arse-holes had made such pigs ears of parking they're fucking cars, that it took me some time to extract mine without doing any damage to it. I was just about to drive away when GG, accompanied by of all people, Bannock came up to the car.
"John wait, please wait for me?" GG said; she was still struggling to do up her blouse.
Bannock was saying something like "Let the Wanker go, you know you like my cock better than his."
As he was saying this Bannock had made a major strategic error, he had come too near to my car, and his friends most likely because of they're state of dress or undress had stayed in the house. I got out of the car and told him what I thought of him.
With his size he seemed to think he was onto a winner, and he made another mistake by coming in too close and kind of leaning down to me. I think he was going to say something else, but he didn't get the chance.
I didn't even bother to punch him; the classic head-but did the trick. I heard and felt his nose break and he went down like a log. Two quick kicks in the reproduction department and I was satisfied with my efforts.
"Well I don't think she will be enjoying the feel of your cock for a while." I said
Stephanie was bending down looking at him, as I climbed back into my car and drove away. She shouted something but I couldn't hear her for the noise of the engine.
Strangely Bannock's friends hadn't come to his aid; they had just stood there aghast. Personally I thought that he had them all in awe of him, maybe it was fear that made them follow his perverted biddings. Now he was lying on the ground rolling in agony and put there by a guy much smaller than he was.
I drove home very carefully, as I had consumed more alcohol than was prudent when you're driving. Although there was no breathalyser test to worry about back then.
Once home, I went to my bedroom and began packing my bags. GG had let me down big time; I had no intention of staying with a woman that would fuck around on me. I reckoned that there was going to be a real fuck fest, until I put the damper on things.
I'd put two cases in the car and was just getting the third from the bedroom when I heard a car pull up outside. Looking out the window I saw Stephanie, Christine and Tony get out of it. I was glad to see Christine had been driving, because Tony had drunk at least one of the spiked drinks that were intended for me.
GG was at the bottom of the stairs as I came down them.
"Please John. You've got to let me explain."
Fucking hell, I thought how the fuck does she think she can explain her behaviour tonight away. I didn't care if she'd been a silly little slut before I'd met her. But to strip naked in front of all those arse-holes, then to acquiesce to giving the big cunt a blowjob and she was probably intending to follow that up by fucking a few of the guys. No you can't explain that away."
I just looked at her. She had the sense to shut up and stand back, so I could pass and go out the door. But when I got outside Tony was not so obliging.
"Hold it right there, John!" He said. "Now you know I'm not the push over that cunt was. I've fought, both with you and against you in the past. But I hope now you count me as a friend. You're going to listen to what Stephanie has to say; or you'll regret it in the long run. So I intend to make you listen."
"Tony I'm sorry but you drank at least one of the spiked drinks that were meant for me tonight. I don't want to hurt you but I will."
"NO No please don't you start fighting." Christine pushed herself in between us. "John please, five minutes that's all we ask?"
Tony was a good bloke, and I knew he could handle himself; even if he'd had a few drinks. To be honest I don't know whether I could take him out or not. Discretion is the better part of valour sometimes.
"All right five minutes, but this has got to be good."
I put my case down and we went back inside; where I made myself comfortable in a chair in the lounge. Christine led GG into the room. GG was crying and the cockiness she'd shown earlier in the evening was gone. When everyone was seated Christine turned to GG and said.
"Well go for it girl, you've got your chance. Don't bloody waste it."
GG looked at me.
"I'm sorry I should have told you." She said as she threw an envelope on the table. "I was hoping I could get these from him without you ever knowing they existed."
I picked the envelope up and looked inside. There were a lot of two and quarter square photographic negatives inside; I took one of them out and held it up to the light. It was of a girl in a classic spit-roast position with two guys. I didn't have to ask, I knew who the girl was.
"He promised me he would give them to me if I went to the party. I knew he had them in his pocket; he showed the envelope to me, but I don't think he had any intention of handing them over. When Jean dropped his trousers to give him that blowjob, the envelope was hanging out of his pocket. I saw my chance and put an act on from then. I thought you were out cold and wouldn't know what I was doing. I honestly wouldn't have given him a blowjob, I just had to get close enough to him without him realising what I was up to."
"Please John, try to understand, he said he was going to have big blowups made and send them to you. I didn't want you to know they existed, I didn't want you to think you had married a dirty little slut."



I was looking through the negatives as GG was talking.
"I should have told you, I know that now. But I would never have thought you could have taken him out like that. You shocked everyone there, they were all really frightened of him. I think they are all scared of you now.
"When you left, Paul he's the guy who Craig got to take the pictures in the first place. He came out and helped me get them from Craig. That's what I was trying to do, when you drove off. Paul told Craig if he even thinks about trying to get you nicked for working him over; he would tell the police Craig was trying to blackmail me. Paul gave me all the negatives he had before we were married. But he told me then that Craig had taken some of them. I don't think Paul or any of them will be scared of Craig anymore."
Now I was in a quandary, what the hell could I say to her? I slowly got up from my seat and walked out of the room. The three of them followed me.
Outside I picked up the case that I had left beside my car, walked to the boot and opened it. Then I looked at Tony.
"Give me a hand to take these back inside will you mate?"
GG ran over and threw her arms around my neck.
"I love you." She said.
"Well next bloody time, tell me when you've got a problem."
"Yes darling. I promise."
The end
---------------------------------
Author's note.
This is a story of what might have been. Some of it is based on the truth. GG is out there; I met her as per in the story (circa 1968) and we went together for about two years, but we didn't get married. I liked her a lot, but somehow I didn't think I could trust her in the long run.
Some years later in 1976 or 7, after she had been married to someone else for sometime and had two children; GG came to see me with a problem. Yes, I did play the hero; the guy (referred to in the story as Craig) had a nasty accident and fell down the stairs (that's apparently what he told the police). By the way I'm not stupid. I can prove I was in a Paris Police Station at the time. Did you know, some Paris nicks had video surveillance back them?
But I'm afraid I'm not that much of gentleman though. I kept and still have a copy of the photos for old time's sake. GG and her (to my knowledge) happy family are now living in the States somewhere.
By the way, in some of the photo's GG is pregnant; so it could be, I made the right decision back in 1970.
D.C.
Ps. NO! I DIDN'T! I helped GG for old time's sake, nothing more!
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Susan, my wife of ten years had been away from home for over a month now. Her sister Ann had just given birth to her third child and things hadn't gone smoothly as they could. Ann had been taken into hospital early and kept under observation. Susan had gone up to Basingstoke, to look after Ann's other two young children until she and the baby were released from hospital.
My life revolves around Susan. How to describe her? Well, Sue reminds most people of Twiggy, the model from the Sixties. She is about five one, but she claims five two and is very slim, skinny some people would say. But she's my dream girl; her small tits and bum are just the way I like them. I will say she did look quite funny when she was pregnant with our twins. She looked like she was about to fall over at any minute.
A few years back I had been promoted to factory manager at my work. The extra money coming in had allowed us to follow our dream. We had purchased a derelict farmhouse and it's associated buildings; all in seven acres of grounds. We had renovated the main six-bedroom house and were now in the process of converting the associated barns etc. into cottages and holiday accommodation. When we finished; we intended that the whole complex would be our retirement plan.
When first I met Susan, she had been quite reserved about sex. But after we were married and I had managed to find the right buttons to push, she turned into a little tiger in bed. Her slim frame meant she could be very, now how should I put it? Very gymnastic during our lovemaking, although she wasn't into anything adventurous and she wasn't too enthusiastic when it came to oral sex; anal sex was a definite no no. After four weeks of abstinence from her however, I was beginning to get withdrawal systems.
Ann and her baby were finally released from hospital on the Tuesday. Susan had called to tell me she was planning on returning home on the Saturday, after Ann had time to settle in at home with the new baby.
My mother and father who had come to stay at our house whilst Sue was away; were looking after our own three children, Michael (8) and the twins Adel and Michele (6) whilst I was at work.
As driving, especially long distance driving is not one of Sue's favourite pastimes, I thought it would a nice gesture to go up to Basingstoke and drive her home. Just the kind of thing any loving husband would do for his beloved wife. So I took the Friday afternoon off work and cadged a lift from one my firm's truck drivers who was going up to London.
All right, my real plan was to go to Ann's house, make all the right kind of Oh and Ah noises over the new baby, then collect Sue and take her out for a nice meal. Then we would spend the night playing in a room at the MotorLodge before I drove her back home on the Saturday.
Well, we had been apart for over a month, and when we got home the children would want to monopolise Sue.
The truck driver dropped me at the MotorLodge, which is not far off the motorway. I figured I would book in then call Sue and announce where I was, then I would get a taxi to take me over to Ann's house. Well that had been my plan. But just after I climbed out of the truck, I knew things were not going to go as I expected.
Sitting there, parked right in the middle of the MotorLodge car park, was a car with "Tolgus Systems" written in big letters down the side. Susan works for Tolgus Systems and the car belonged to one of they're sales Reps.
So you ask. What could I find wrong with one of Tolgus's Reps using the MotorLodge? Well normally I would say nothing, except for the fact that on this occasion, my fucking Beema was parked right alongside his fucking car and that's just too much of a bloody coincidence for my mind. Susan had used my BMW as her car was getting a little long in the tooth and might not take too kindly to a 400-odd mile round trip.
My mind went into overdrive. I seemed to remember a real flash Git at Susan's firm's last Christmas diner; he was all over her. I was bloody sure The Pratt said he lived in Andover and that's just a few miles down the road from Basingstoke.
Are, but of course, Sue could just be meeting the guy for a drink or meal! Come off it wives aren't supposed to go meeting guys when they're husbands ain't around. Besides if they were in the fucking Restaurant, why the hell are they parked down the MotorLodge end of the bloody car park?
No! I was sure things weren't what they should be.
I hoisted my bag and strolled down to reception. As I filled the booking-in form, the girl asked me to write my car number in the space provided. I was telling her that I was without a car when an idea struck me.
"Tell me, that BMW out there," I said, "I used to own it. I'm wondering if its the same guy driving it now or if its been sold on."
"What's the number?" The girl asked with a smile as she shuffled through some papers on the desk.
I told her and said I thought the guy's name was Grant.
"No, I'm sorry, that's a Mr and Mrs Wilson in 112."
Fuck it, yes that was the Pratt's name. Gary Wilson. I remembered the way he looked at Susan at that party. I just knew what the bastard was thinking then. Now it was apparent he had probably got lucky.
"Ah no, he must have sold it on then, thanks anyway." I said to the girl.
I was doing my best to read the sheet she had got out, upside down. I could see that there were two car numbers on the sheet and one of them was mine. I was not a happy bunny, I can tell you. It definitely looked like Sue was shacked up with this Prick. The bitch must be cheating on me, having an affair.
Now you might wonder why I didn't go rushing up to room 112, kick the fucking door down and break the guy's neck. To be honest, with hindsight I wonder why I didn't myself. But for some reason that I can't explain, I just walked quietly up to my room and sat on the bed staring out of the window. I can only think I must have been in shock or something.
Well if you suddenly found that the woman you loved, the woman your whole life had revolved around for the last twelve years, was doing the dirty on you. You'd be in bloody shock!
From where I was sitting I could see the path that led to the Harvester Pub next door. I must have sat there for an two or maybe three hours, my mind going back over our marriage, trying to think of a reason for Sue to cheat. Or was there anything in past, that would show me she had cheated before. I could think of nothing.
Suddenly I saw Sue and the Wilson Prick come walking along the path from the Pub. She was holding his arm and they were laughing, then they stopped and went into a clinch, kissing and cuddling. I hadn't seen them go out to the pub so they must have been in there when I arrived.
If I had been more with-it I would have taken some photographs or something, but then, I didn't have a camera, so how could I?
They walked over to my Beema and Sue got something out of the boot, then they disappeared from my sight towards reception. I sat waiting, praying that Sue would come back into my view, going back to my car. But of course she didn't.
In desperation now, I called Sue's Mobile phone, it rang for sometime then went to voicemail. Then I called Sue's sister's house, Ann's husband Peter answered and explained that Susan had left early in the afternoon; as she said she was missing me and the kids and wanted to get back to see us.
"Like fuck!" I thought "Sue wanted some time for fun and games with Wilson."
Then I rang my mother she told me that Sue had called earlier. As planned mum had not told her I was on my way to collect her, she had said I was out with friends and I would call her later. The plan had been for me to surprise Sue. Sue asked my Mother to tell me not to call her this evening as she was going to get to bed early and make an early start tomorrow.
'Right, now what do I do?' I thought. If I go rushing down to room 112, I could well stop Sue getting her arse shagged off. But then again, she's had all afternoon and has most likely fucked the prick a few times before I got here. And then of course she could always meet up with the bastard again sometime in the future. Come to that, how many times had she fucked him in the past and how many other guys has she been fucking behind my back over the years? Bollocks it was obvious to me that our marriage was over. I ain't staying married to any slut that runs around on me.
I had come to a decision; so I left the room and went down to the car park. I could almost feel the girl on reception watching me, as I walked out of the building with my bag in my hand. As I got into the BMW I could see her picking up the phone. "Good!" I thought "She's calling 'Mr and Mrs fucking Wilson' to tell them that someone is stealing one of they're bloody cars". I pulled out of car park and began my journey home. Within minutes I was on the motorway and soon I was swinging off onto the main A303 road heading down to the West Country.
As I drove I was thinking of revenge. Sue, I would divorce. But what was I going to do about this Wilson Guy?
The answer was obvious, once I had thought of it. I pulled into a lay-by and called Mark Trerise on my mobile. Mark owns Tolgus Systems, he had approached me about my company using his products. We had a few on trial and I was supposed to evaluate them over the next few weeks.
"Hi Mark, its Don Marsters. Sorry to disturb you at this time on a Friday night."
"No problem Donny. What can I do for you?"
"Well Mark I'm afraid I've got some bad news for you. That gear you sent over for me to look at. Well, I'll be sending it back on Monday."
"Why Don? What's wrong with it?"
"To be honest Mark I should imagine it's fine. But I would be biased against your companies gear and I don't think I could give it a fare review."
"Donny what have I done to upset you."
"You've done nothing Mark! But two of your staff have, and I just can't trust myself not to be biased."
"Fuck, Don has someone said something to upset Sue?"
"Quite the opposite Mark, one of your Reps has been keeping Susan extremely happy, by fucking her arse off! So you see they have both upset me. As I said. I'll be sending your gear back Monday morning. Goodnight."
I disconnected the call and returned to the A303.
I hadn't gone very far when I saw the blue lights flashing in my rear-view mirror. They came up close behind and flashed their headlights at me, so I pulled into the next lay-by.
"Good evening sir" the officer said. "Is this your car?"
"Yes officer." The mood I was in, I thought, I'll play this one to the hilt.
"Would you mind telling me the registration number, please sir?"
I told him, and his opo who was stood at the rear of the car confirmed I was correct.
"Would you mind showing me some proof of your identity sir?"
This Copper was being so polite, he must have been convinced he had a nick. I handed him my driving licence. He shone his torch on it, then on my face. It was obviously me and I could see he was becoming just a little confused.
"If that isn't good enough for you officer? I have my passport here." I said as I dug it out of my bag and handed it to him.
I travel a lot in my job and always use the same bag. I keep everything in it all the time it saves dashing around looking for things if I have to go away at short notice.
Now apparently convinced that I was the registered owner of the vehicle the officer's demeanour changed slightly.
"I'm sorry sir, but we've had a report that this vehicle has been stolen."
"Well now officer, how the hell can I steal my own car?"
"Apparently has been some sort of a mix-up somewhere sir, do you mind waiting while I check this out?"
"No problem, just don't be too long about it please, I've a long way to go and would like to get home tonight."
The two officers went back to their car and I could see them talking to their HQ on the radio.
Just then, a mobile phone rang. It wasn't mine, I traced the sound to the glove box where I found Sue's mobile. I got it out and I could see the caller was Mark Trerise. I let the call go to voice-mail, then listened to what he had to say to Sue.
"Susan what the hell's going on? I've just had Donny on the phone he claims your having an affair with one of the staff. Now, I know you've been up in Basingstoke for the last few weeks, so I'm assuming its Gary Wilson that Donny is talking about. If you two have cost me the contract to supply your husbands firm, you're both going to be out of a job on Monday. You know our company rules. No fraternisation between married staff. That's in your bloody contract!"
With that the message ended and I became aware of the policeman returning.
"I'm sorry sir, but a lady who claims to be Mrs Susan Marsters reported this car stolen from the Basingstoke MotorLodge about an hour ago. Could you shed any light on that report?"
"Well officer, my wife has been staying with her sister in Basingstoke for the last few weeks. But her sister told me she left early this afternoon to return to our home in Cornwall. Now what in the world would a happily married faithful wife be doing in a MotorLodge at eleven-thirty on a Friday night when she should be at home in Cornwall with her children by now?"
"Can I assume your wife drove this vehicle up to Basingstoke, sir."
"You can officer."
"And I assume, you didn't tell her you were going to take the car home?"
"No I didn't, but her attention was elsewhere when I took it."
"It's apparent that her attention has been drawn back were it should be now sir."
"Well that was the idea, officer. I could have gone screaming in there and kicked the guys head in. But I think we might have met earlier if I had."
Just then our attention was attracted to a car that went racing past; it must have been doing at least a hundred miles an hour. The two officers both turned to look at it, and I noticed the 'Tolgus Systems' flash down the side. The officer had a new interest now, he turned back to me and said.
"I think I get the scenario sir. I appreciate you not getting violent, but please don't use us to do your dirty work in future sir."
"I don't remember calling you officer."
"I know you didn't sir, but you did know what would happen didn't you! Goodnight Sir." He called as they got into they're car and made off in pursuit of Gary Wilson.
This could be turning out better than I expected, I thought and with a just a slight feeling of satisfaction I followed them, only at a more sedate pace.
It was nearly forty miles further on before I saw the flashing blue lights again. There were three police cars now and they had Wilson's car blocked into another lay-by. I drove past and stopped at the end of the lay-by.
The officer who had stopped me earlier came down to me.
"We meet again sir. The lady who claims to be your wife is in that car. We're taking the driver in because he's failed a breath test. Are you going to take the lady with you sir?"
"Most definitely not officer, as I told you earlier, my wife left for home at lunchtime and should be safely tucked up in bed by now. The slag in that car is no wife of mine."
"OK sir, I get your point. But you have given us a problem. She has been drinking as well, so we can't let her drive the car and we can't very well leave her out here, can we?
"Well what the hell does she reckon she's going to do? She's got herself into the shit, now she'll have get herself out of it. I'll tell you what though, if you don't mind you could give her her bloody cell-phone, then she will be able to call her sister. I'm fucked if I care what she does. Oh yea, can you tell her there's a really good message from her boss, on there."
"Alright sir." He said as he took the phone. "Enjoy the rest of your journey and drive carefully!"
"It looks like my journeys getting better by the mile officer. Goodnight."
The officer took the phone, said goodnight and walked away. I drove on towards home.
Within minutes my phone rang, I could see it was Sue, I sent the call to voice-mail.
A little later my phone rang again this time it was Mark Trerise so I pulled over and answered it.
"Donny what the fuck is going on mate. I've just had the police on the line they've nicked Gary Wilson for drunk driving and Susan was in the car with him. They were asking me what I wanted them to do with Sue. What should I say Don."
"Fucked if I care Mark, she was shacked up in a hotel room with Wilson when I found her; so she's my ex-wife now. I don't give a fuck what she does. Look Mark I'm upset, tired and a long way from home. I'll call you on Monday and arrange to return your gear goodnight."
Before he could say anything else I broke the connection, then turned the phone off.
End of part one.
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When I finally got home I was puzzled to see a light on in the lounge. My father was sitting up waiting for me. On thinking about it, I was surprised that he hadn't called me, as I was sure Susan would have called home. But then my dad has this thing about mobile phones; he wouldn't have one, and refused to call one, even if the shit had hit the fan.
"Just what the hell is going on Donald? I've been trying to call you for hours," He demanded when I entered the house.
Then I remembered that I'd turned my phone off. If my father had tried to call me on my mobile, I knew I was going to be in for a hard time, Mum and Dad only call me 'Donald' when I am not the flavour of the month.
"Susan has been crying down the phone to me for hours. She said you drove off and left her at the side of the road. How could you do something so stupid, anything could have happened to her."
"Well she told you some of the truth dad, but not the whole truth. Susan has been having an affair with some prick from Tolgus, I caught them last night. Her boyfriend got nicked for drunk driving. I didn't see she needed my help to get in his car with him. So when he got nicked, I definitely wasn't offering to help her to get home. The police will make sure she's safe. Monday morning I'll be going to a solicitor to see about a divorce, Susan's history as far as I'm concerned."
"Just like that! You're not even going to talk to her about it?"
"Come on dad, she's been shagging some bloke whilst she's been up in Basingstoke. That's probably why she said I shouldn't take the kids up to see her. She can go and live with the Wanker now."
"What about you're children, they need their mother and father."
"I don't know Dad? I haven't had time to think anything out yet. Look I've been faithful in this marriage, it's Sue that's been putting it about. Ask her you're bloody silly questions not me."
My parents really loved Susan, they had always thought that the sun shone out of her arse and I began to get the nasty impression that I was going to finish up as the villain of this piece.
Susan turned up home around lunchtime on Saturday. She must have thought that an attack was the best form of defence, as she came storming into the house and went straight into a verbal attack on me. As I expected my folks said very little and if anything took Sue's side.
Sue demanded to know why I left her on the A303 when the police arrested Gary.
"Well if you had driven home at lunchtime as you told your sister you were going to do, instead going to the MotorLodge to shag that prick Wilson all afternoon. You wouldn't have been standing on the A303 at that time of the morning, would you?"
"What are you talking about I went to the MotorLodge by myself. I wanted a good nights rest before I drove home."
"Don't talk Bollocks Sue. You were booked in there as Mr and Mrs Wilson in room 112. I saw the fucking booking-in form, and I watched you kiss and cuddle the prick on your walk back from the restaurant. Now don't try and take me for a bloody fool."
Sue went quite, I could see she was trying to think of a plausible explanation. When she couldn't think of one, she changed tactics completely and turned the taps on instead. This cut no ice with me, but my parents fell for it.
"Give Susan a break son, she's had a bad night." My father said.
"Sue's had a bad night? It's me that's had the bad night. Look, Sue was having a fucking good night, until I found a way to put a stop to it. I know this is 2001 but most wives don't go fucking their work colleagues you know."
There's no need to get coarse Donald." My mother butted in, "I'm sure there's a reasonable explanation for all this."
"There sure is mother, its called adultery and in this country that's grounds for divorce."
I saw Sue jump when I said the D word, she stopped crying and looked at me.
"No Donny, let me explain."
"Don't even try Susan. Those Coppers last night knew what you and Wilson had been up too and I know what you did, you fucked our marriage away. Now it appears that everyone thinks I'm over reacting. Well I don't think I am, I've remained faithful to you and our marriage. I can tell you I've had plenty of chances of cheating over the years, but I loved my wife too much to ever do anything stupid like that. Shit, I only caught you cheating because I went all the way up to Basingstoke to save you having to drive back. I was thinking of you, but you certainly weren't thinking of me were you. You were to busy fucking that Wanker Wilson."
It suddenly dawned on me; I was justifying my actions, to my folks as well as Sue.
"Oh fuck this, if you two think her shit don't stink, you two can live with her!" I said to my parents.
Then I stormed upstairs and packed as much of my gear as I could carry and left the house. No one said anything to me as I went.
I drove over to a work colleagues place he had a few caravans that he rented out as holiday homes, I knew things were quiet at this time of year and he let me rent one cheap.
Mark called me Saturday evening and asked if I had cooled down enough to give him Chapter and Verse. I told him the story as I saw it, he said he was sorry it had happened and that he was going to fire both Sue and Gary Wilson on Monday.
Monday morning I called into work and said I would be in later. I went to a solicitor friend and told him the story. He said I could leave it with him, he would get the preliminaries underway.
When I finally got to my office my secretary, Mary, told me that Susan had called several times, wanting to talk to me. I told her that Sue was no longer my wife, I would take no calls from her. Mary got the picture straight away and said
Oh my God Donny, I'm sorry to hear that. I won't ask what the silly cow has done."
"How do you know it was Susan who cheated?"
"Come off it Donny, I've worked for you for nearly three year's now. I should think I know you by now. I know how much you love Susan even if she doesn't. I've watched girls make a play for you at those conferences. You do realise, they call you the iceman, don't you.
Then a smile came on Mary's face and she asked.
"Does this mean you're back in the market?"
"After the divorce is final, I suppose I will be, but not until then. Why, are you interested?"
"I might well be, we'll have to see what happens won't we? But I think a lot of the girls will be excited to hear you're on the market again, they are always saying they were envious of Susan."
"Well I'm not going to be in any hurry. After being burnt once, I'm not likely to go jumping back into the frying pan too quickly."
"I'm sorry Don, I was just trying to cheer you up."
"Mary your smiling face always cheers me up, but just don't go mentioning women to me for a bit, OK."
- - - - - -
I sank myself into my work for the next few months. I didn't see the children for weeks, and I never called my parents, they had taken Susan's side in all this, so we had nothing to discus.
My legal people talked to Susan's legal people and between them they suggested we go for unreconsilable differences. I got shirty, but they informed me there was no way I was going to get to keep the kids; even if I could prove adultery. Susan made it plain she was going to give me a hard time about getting access to them unless I agreed to meet her in private for a talk.
Against my better judgement I agreed to see her in private. On the appointed day she turned up at my solicitor's office early, well before I was there. I think she thought she would work her undoubted charms on him, but he's a whirly old bird.
When I arrived he sent me into his conference room were Sue was waiting.
"Well Susan you wanted this meeting. What do you want to say?"
"Donny, I love you, do we have to go through with this silly divorce? I know you love me, please don't go on with this."
"For Christ sake Susan. You go fucking around with god knows how many pricks and expect me to put up with it. You've got to be joking girl, you took me for a bloody fool and you're still trying too now. You turned my folks against me. Shit woman you've fucked me over big time and you expect me to forgive you. Christ, you haven't had the decency to apologise once."
"Oh God, didn't I! Oh God, I thought I did. Look it was just that one time honestly, and I didn't really like the creep. He just kept on at me. You know, calling me everyday and telling me how beautiful and sexy I was, you know he just wore me down. It didn't mean anything, honestly. I really love you, I'm sorry it happened. If I could take it back I would."
"Nice try Susan but you forget you left your phone in the Beema. Why was that by the way? So I wouldn't disturb you while you fucked him. Anyway I went through your call records, you called Wanker Wilson. Christ you had him on a speed dial so it wasn't just him calling you."
Sue started crying again.
"Look I didn't come here to watch you play the heart broken wife. Say what you want to and let's get this over with. I find being in your company upsetting."
Sue looked up at me her eye's wide.
"You do still love me don't you? Tel me you do please. Let's forget this silly divorce."
"Whether I love you or not has nothing to do with it. I can't trust you or what you say. You tell me this was a one-night stand. But I can't bring myself to believe that. How did he know you were in Basingstoke if you didn't tell him. Come to that, how did he have your mobile number and why did you have his. The answers to these are questions that would have been enough to upset me, without you shagging him. How can I believe in you ever again?
"I don't know how he got my number, one of the girls in the office must have given it to him, I suppose. They probably told him I was in Basingstoke as well. I can't really say why I called him back. I think I just got bored siting in the house all day. Honestly Don he just wore me down. I didn't want to have sex with him. I love you, why would I want him."
"But you did have sex him didn't you. You lied to your sister so that you could. You called my mother and bull-shited her, so that I wouldn't call and disturb you. Come of it Sue how can I believe anything you say."
Susan had turned the taps on once again.
"Sue, you'll never know how much I love you. You can't know, because you cheated on me. I loved you so much that I could never have cheated on you, I would have died first. You nearly killed me when you broke my heart. Now to turn the knife in the wound you are threatening to try and stop me seeing the children. Susan that shows how little you love me."
"No Donny, I do love you. I wouldn't stop you seeing our children; I was trying a little blackmail to get you to meet me. I was hopping I could talk you out of the divorce, please Donny I want you back home with me. I want you in bed with me. I want to have more children with you. Please call this divorce off, don't leave me."
"If I believed you could be faithful, I probably wouldn't go through with the divorce. But I have to be honest with myself. Once a cheat, always a cheat. You told too many lies Susan. Good-bye."
"I'm sorry if I lied, and I'm sorry I cheated on you Donald. I'll prove I can be faithful to you. I'll never have another man."
"Some hopes, it's all too late girl, Good-Bye Susan."
I walked out of the room. That was the last time I was to see of Susan for nearly three years.
End Of Part Two.
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Susan's whole family, were furious with her for cheating on me.
I was in a strange, almost cereal situation. Where my folks had sided with Susan. I think it most likely, with me being an only child; they were worried about keeping in contact with they're grand children.
But Sue's whole family saw things a completely different way and took my side. Whilst they stayed in contact with Susan; they definitely gave her a pretty hard time.
Susan had kept the main house in the divorce settlement, but rest of the property was mine. None of the other conversions was finished so I didn't sell them on. I figured I'd wait until I could afford to finish them and then sell them. To be honest I didn't really want to see the end of my dream.
My visits with my children were all arranged and organised by my mother-in-law. She would have the children at her house over the weekends and I would take them out from there.
I also found myself in the stranger situation, of being invited to Susan's families parties, wedding receptions and the like, along with my children; when Sue had been told her presence would not be appreciated.
Michael and the twins appeared to take the divorce quite well. They seemed to enjoy all the fuss I made of them over the weekends. They told me that their mother no longer went out to work (she didn't have too with the bloody maintenance I was paying). They also said something that upset me. They told me her friend comes round to see her often. When I enquired about this friend; they described a large man whom I took to be Gary Wilson. "So much for Sue's one night-stand." I thought.
- - - - - -
About four months after the divorce was final. I was called up to the managing director's office at work one day. As I walked in I found three men in flash suits from head office waiting for me. They introduced themselves; then told me they were taking me out to lunch and we went to one of the best hotels' locally.
As we ate lunch they asked all sorts of probing questions about my family and private life. To be honest I was getting a little annoyed with them; what the hell has my private life got to do with them. In the end I said something about it and the guy in charge said.
"OK Donald we'll come clean with you. We've been watching you for sometime; since you took over as factory manager in fact. The efficiency at your plant has gone through the roof in the last couple of years. We've read all the reports and we know, that although some of your superiors would like to claim the credit. The credit is really all yours."
I didn't know what to say. So I just sat and looked at them.
"Right Donald, when we heard about your divorce, we thought you might be interested in a proposal we have for you. The group has brought out a Hungarian company and we have been looking for someone to go out there and sort the factories out. Someone that can do what you have done here. You would have a free hand, appraise the staff; make sure the right people are making the decisions and giving the orders."
"Gentlemen I appreciate you confidence in me; but I'm not sure I'm the man you need. I came up from the shop floor and have no formal business training."
"Donny you're too modest! We know what you have done here over the last three years. Now we would like you to go over to Hungary and try to do the same there. Just on a somewhat larger scale. We are sure you can do it; otherwise we wouldn't ask you. You will jump straight onto the company's main board. You will have a contract that will leave you with more money than you'll make here in ten years. Even if you fail and leave within the year. Will you give it a go? We feel you'll rise to the challenge and enjoy yourself."
The package they laid before me was just too good to ignore. The salary they were offering was way beyond anything I ever imagined. Just about all my living expenses whilst I was abroad, including the cost travelling back to England for a long weekend every month was thrown in. If things didn't work out I was guaranteed a golden handshake of £100.000 after six months and a bonus with a untold number of naught's in it if I were successful. These guys wanted me real bad and were willing to pay for me.
I had no choice, I had to accept the offer and within a month I took up residence in a nice villa on the shores of Lake Balaton in Hungary. I had two quite beautiful young Hungarian interpreters/secretary's, who worked on a shift system. One of them was by my side from six in the morning until midnight. They were great girls and both of them had a really good sense of humour; the banter that passed between us kept me sane, whilst I weeded out the dead wood and got the guys who knew what they were doing in the right jobs. I also had a chauffeur who's wife acted as my housekeeper; they lived in a flat attached to the villa. They had two children about the same age as mine. I sometimes found myself feeling melancholy watching the children play.
Every fourth weekend I would fly into Newquay airport on Friday evening to be met by ex-in-law's who would have my children with them. They would drop us for the weekend at the cottage near the sea, that I had brought with my new-found wealth. I would play the doting father until Monday morning when the in-law's would drive me back to the airport, then take the children back home to they're mother.
I would often bring one or sometimes both my secretary's over to England with me, as a treat for them. I also brought my chauffeur and his family over on two occasions. They had a great time. Remember, the chauffeur and his wife grew up under communism. They told me that as children, England was a place people dreamed about going. Some of the old timers who had been in England during the war would tell them that they wished they had stayed there as many of they're friends had.
In the late summer, of my third year in Hungary, my in-laws brought my children over for a month's holiday. One night the in-laws had taken the twins for a walk by the lake. Michael who was now eleven and I were sitting out on the patio. Me with a local beer, (I could just about tolerate the stuff by then) Michael drinking yet another Coke. Michael suddenly turned to me and asked.
"Dad are you ever going to forgive mum?"
"Forgive her for what, son?"
"For being a silly bitch of course!"
I nearly choked over my beer.
"you can't go calling your mother a silly bitch, Michael."
"Why not? That's what she says she is. When I asked her why you left home she said it was because she had been a silly Bitch and you would never forgive her for it."
"I think she meant that what she did, was something a silly bitch would do, I don't think she was really saying that she was a silly bitch."
"Well she was a silly bitch, wasn't she? To sleep with that creep."
I spluttered, spraying my beer all over the place as I choked again. How did this 11-year-old child know that Sue had slept with Wilson?
"Who told you that?" I demanded.
"Mother did of course; I was angry with you for leaving us, and mother told me that it was all her fault that you had gone. She said that she had made a bad mistake, and slept with some man she met at work. She said that you had found out about it and that made you so angry with her that you left."
"That's about what happened."
"Well, are you still angry with her?"
"I'll always be annoyed about what she did, but that's over now. We have gone our own ways."
"If its over. Why can't you come back home now?"
"Look Michael, your mother and I are divorced. That means we are not married anymore. Your mother can get on with her life and find herself another husband."
"But she doesn't want another husband; she wants you to come back. She says you're the only man she'll ever love."
"Well you know that isn't correct Michael, you told me yourself about her friend."
"Who? Uncle Mark. Yes he's her friend but she doesn't love him. He only comes to see mum when he's got Auntie Shirley with him. Mum calls her, the chaperone or something. Mum says you're the only man that will ever come into our house without a chaperone. Uncle Mark keeps trying to tell mum, she should go back to work. He says that might cheer her up as she spends most of the time crying when we are at school. But mum says, it was meeting a man at work that got her into the mess she's in. Gran and Gramps go to the house most days to keep mum company and take her shopping and things."
"Does your mother ever go out?"
"Not without us, but she can't take us out anymore, now she hasn't got a car."
"What the hell happened to her car?"
"Oh it failed some test and mum said it wasn't legal to drive it anymore and she said we couldn't afford to have it fixed. So she got rid of it."
"You know Michael. Your mother might not be a silly Bitch; but she sure can be a silly cow sometimes. Why the hell didn't she tell me she couldn't afford to replace her car. I'd have sorted something out for her."
"Daaad, how could mum tell you she didn't have a car? You never see her or talk to her."
"Point taken son! But we can't have her stuck out there in the middle of nowhere without transport; I think we'd better fix that right now. Will you go and get me the phone please."
Michael brought me the telephone and I called an old friend in Cornwall, who dabbles in second hand cars. A bit of arguing over prices and he promised to deliver five year old Astra Estate to Sue that evening.
Later that night after the children had had their daily chat with Susan; Adel came up to me and gave me a big kiss.
"That's from mummy, she said, "It's for her new car. She said I was to tell you its lovely and to say thank you for it. But she said to tell you she doesn't deserve it."
The rest of the holiday went off without much incident. On the Friday when we all flew back into Newquay. I saw a red Astra estate parked beside my Father-In-laws car. He came over to me and said.
"I hope you don't mind. Susan told me on the phone she was coming. I told her it might not be a good idea, but she insisted as she was missing the children so much."
"No that's fine with me Jack, they're her kids she's got the right to welcome them back."
"That's great, I was a little worried; we don't need a scene or anything."
"All water under the bridge Jack; you can't bear a grudge forever you know."
"Does that mean you'll talk to me now?"
Susan had taken me by surprise and crept up behind me; she must have been hiding somewhere as I hadn't noticed her before.
"It can't do any harm, can it." I replied.
"In that case, I can thank you for the car personally. It was very kind of you."
"I brought the bloody house out in the middle of nowhere, I can't expect you and the children to live out there without any transport, can I?"
"Well, it's a lovely house, and I love living there. Even if it is lonely without the man I love."
"Now please don't start anything Susan."
"I'm Sorry, I just wanted you to know how I feel Donny."
"Ok I think we'd better change the subject before something gets said that could upset someone."
I was looking at the woman I loved, not really hearing what she was saying. I found myself wishing I hadn't gone to Basingstoke that day.
"In that case, thanks for letting me have the children this weekend, it is your weekend to have them really."
"They've been with me for the last four weeks. Its only fair you have them this weekend."
"Thanks, but I really wanted to ask you if we can meet up and have a talk. We've got to discuss the children's future sometime, we can't discuss things properly second hand through my parents."
"Yes, I do see what you mean; I think we should be able to arrange something."
"Good, how about you coming to diner tomorrow night then."
"Woe there, on neutral ground Sue; in a public place with lots of witnesses around."
"Oh!" Susan was looking disappointed.
"How about I take you out to diner tomorrow night, we can pick a place where people can see us siting on the opposite sides of a table."
Sue's face looked up at the first part of my sentence but went down a little, when I mentioned the two sides of the table. I wasn't convinced that Susan really wanted to talk about the children. So I was trying to play things carefully.
We met the following night at a nice restaurant near Newquay. The owners were old friends of mine. They knew all about Sue and me and they placed us on a table that was away from the rest of the patrons, so we would be not be overheard.
Susan had definitely made a special effort, She looked as beautiful as she had on our wedding day and I felt a pain in my chest that stopped me from enjoying my meal. Whilst we ate we discussed the children and my now non-existent relationship with my parents. Sue said that was her fault. But I told her they were old enough to know what they were doing. They could have sat on the fence as most people had.
"You're very diplomatic now-days." Sue said, "I suppose that's your new job."
"I've had to learn to be a diplomat and tolerant; I'm dealing with two different cultures. But I'm lucky that I've got a couple of great assistants, they have helped me a lot."
"I bet they have, I saw them on the beach earlier in the year. They looked very young and um, er, efficient."
"God Sue, have you been spying on me?"
"Why not, you spied on me?"
"Susan I've never spied on you."
"Well if you have never spied on me, how did you find me at the Motorlodge?"
"Pure chance Girl! I had gone up to Basingstoke to drive you back home, I new you hated driving a long way. I was going to surprise you, but I was the one who got the surprise when I found the Beema parked alongside the arse-holes car. And by the way my relationship with the girls is purely business. Unlike some people I don't mix business with pleasure."
"I never suggested it was anything else."
"Come of it Sue. The innuendo was in your voice; and even if I did fancy a roll in the hay with one of them, you can't criticise."
"Shit I'm sorry, I'm think I'm still trying so to find something that will make us even. I'm never going to find anything am I."
"No Sue I don't think you ever will."
"God Donny I want you back. I'm sorry for going with the arse-hole as you call him. But you're right he is an arse-hole! He ---."
"Look Sue lets not go there, I'm only just coming to terms with being in your company."
"No PLEASE Donny. I've got to tell you this. It took me over a year to work out what happened. I've tried to write it in a letter to you, but I couldn't get it to read right. Please let me try to explain. I need you to try to understand."
I gave up it appeared, Sue thought she had found a way to justify her affair and wanted, no needed to tell me the tale. But I was worried she could be making a big mistake.
"OK Sue go ahead, but be careful you don't shoot yourself in the foot."
"God Donny, I know I was wrong. But I think if you know what led up to that night you might, and I mean might! Think a little less harshly of me. Look I fucked it all up. You never did anything I know of to hurt me. I was the silly bitch."
"I wish you wouldn't use that terminology in front of the children, they're picking it up."
"A Spade's a Spade Don, and I'm a silly Bitch and always will be. I drove away the man I love."
"Look this is getting us nowhere."
"OK, OK, Gary Wilson somehow found out I was staying at Ann's place. He had hit on me a few times at the office but I always thought I had him under control. Anyway he called me up and we talked. I was bored, Ann's kids were at the nursery all day and I had nothing to do most of the time. Well he would call me two or three times a day. Then one morning I was dropping the children off at the nursery and he was there. We chatted and went for a coffee together. He was very nice and didn't get fresh or anything, it was like having a friend there."
"It became a regular thing we would meet for coffee in the mornings. As the weeks went on he started asking why you hadn't come up to see me. I said that you had the children to look after and were very busy at work. But he hinted there was some other reason. You know, he talked about you taking your secretary and that pretty young assistant of yours with you when you went away for work. I knew you wouldn't cheat on me but the way he put it I was slowly coming to believe that you could be cheating. I was missing you and you never came to see me."
"Bloody hell Susan it was you that insisted that there was no point in dragging the kids all the way up there and back for just a couple of hours."
I know, I know, It was just the way that Gary put it that's all. I don't know, I must have had a bloody brainstorm or something. I think he brainwashed me, I will never know why I agreed to meet him in that bloody Hotel. He spent most of the afternoon trying to talk me into bed but I resisted him."
I was getting inpatient and took a deep breath at that point.
"No please Donny listen, I know I did wrong, I'm not trying to whitewash anything. We went down to the pub to eat, Gary was plying me with drink and it was then that my resistance began to fail. When we got back to the room he was all over me and I've got to admit it I wanted him. Although I don't think I really wanted him, I think I really wanted you, but you weren't there. He virtually tore my clothes off me and he was fucking the life out of me. God there was no romance about it, he's a wham bam thank you mam guy. How he ever gets laid I'll never know." "
"Then the girl rang and told us someone was stealing my car. Christ I have never sobered up so fast. We looked out of the window and saw the car go out of the parking lot. I've never put my clothes on so fast in my life. Gary called the police, but I had to report the car stolen. I was panicking about what you would say, and screaming at Gary about how I was going to get home. Gary said he would drive me home in the morning, but I insisted we went then. So we set off."
"After a while the police called me back on Gary's phone. They told me the car was in the possession of its registered owner and warned me I could be prosecuted for wasting police time."
"Gary got worried, that you knew about us and was frightened of what you would do. He got the idea he could get to our place before you and started to drive like a maniac. He was doing 120 some of the time."
"Well you know what happened, we went past a police car on the side of the road and a little time later they stopped us. God I was relieved as I had been really scared of the way Gary was driving."
"The Police arrested Gary for being drunk, and then that policeman gave me my phone. That took me by surprise I'll tell you. He said that you had given it to him. When I asked where you were he said you had gone home. Now you've got to remember I was not exactly sober; I got furious at you for leaving me behind. I deserved to be dumped there, but in the condition I was in I didn't realise that."
"Anyway I tried to call you, but of course you didn't answer. Then I called your dad at home and I think I told him you had abandoned me. I spent the night sitting on a bench in the police station and in the morning they took me to catch a train. All night I wasn't blaming myself for being with Gary, I was blaming you for leaving me there. I stewed on it and when I got home I flew at you. I'm so sorry. I should have been on my knees begging you to forgive me. Will you ever be able to forgive me for doing that?"
"Well I've thought about that meeting many times. I think if my parents hadn't been there I could well have hit you."
"I wish you had, it might have brought me to my senses."
"And it might have put me in Jail."
"I don't believe you would have done me any real injury, your not made that way. And besides you love me, you couldn't hurt me."



"Confident aren't you."
"Yes I am and the that fact that you have been avoiding me all this time, proves you still love me."
"How do you work that out."
"If you didn't love me, you wouldn't have cared if you saw me. You would have used any opportunity to insult me. And besides you would have slagged me off to the children, to try to drive a wedge between them and me. But you didn't did you. The children tell me that you never place any blame on me when they ask you why we divorced. And you told Michael off, for repeating me when I said I was a silly Bitch. And you brought me that lovely car. Come on Donny you've admit it, you do still love me don#t you?"
"I don't think I've ever said I didn't love you. I think I remember saying that I believed you didn't love me."
"But I do and I always have, the last time we met I told you, you were the only man I've ever wanted."
"What about Wilson?"
"Fuck Gary, I never wanted him. I wanted you, but you weren't there. That Pratt couldn't make love to a corpse. All the prick knows how is to fuck and he's not any good at that. I made a terrible mistake. You've punished me for nearly three years. Please Don I've done my time. Please take me back as your wife. Please, show me your love again."
I sat staring at her, not really knowing what to say. I surely did love her, and god I had missed her for the last three years. Then she started to move off of her chair.
"Please Donny, what do you want. Do you want me you begging you on my knees."
"Shit Sue, you can't do that in here, everyone's watching, get up!"
I stood up and pulled Susan to her feet.
"Come on lets get out of here, we can go to my cottage, if you want to get on your knees you can there, but you wont be able to beg with your mouth full."
"Now that's something I've been wanting to do for a long time. You go pay the bill, I'll call home and tell them I won't be back until the morning. Or should I make that Monday morning?" Sue asked.
"Monday!"
End of Part Three.
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Susan followed me back to my cottage, as she got out of the Astra I noticed Sue was carrying an overnight bag. God, I thought she was bloody confident that I would fall for her charms.
The moment we were inside the door and we were in each other's arms and our mouths were locked against each other's. I felt Sue's tongue force it's way between my lips. This somehow, didn't seem to be the Susan I remembered; it was me that always used to take the lead. But I went with the flow; I had really been missing this woman.
We moved into the lounge still locked in our embrace; Susan broke the kiss and stepped back.
"I think I'm supposed to get on my knees now, aren't I?" She said as she moved down.
She undid my belt and pulled my trousers and boxers down.
"I've missed you fella." She said as she placed her hand around my earnest friend, She lent forward and kissed the end of it tenderly, then she looked up at me and smiled.
"I love you Donny. I know you always liked me sucking you; so this is how I'm going to thank you for taking me back."
She slowly took the end of my cock in her mouth and sucked, moving her tongue around the head. Shit, it was the best blowjob she had ever given me; in the past it had been a few quick sucks, if I was lucky.
Then suddenly she dived forward, my whole cock disappeared into her mouth and I could feel her throat massaging the end. For a moment I was in heaven. Then my mind went into overdrive again.
Fuck, fuck, fuck. No girl can suck cock like that without some practice. Susan had sworn to me that besides her quick fuck with Gary Wilson she had not been with any other guy. That's why we were here now and I had forgiven her for her one silly indiscretion.
But if she hadn't been with anyone else how could she have learnt to suck cock like this? Fuck, it got to take time to learn how to deep throat like that and Susan had done nothing like that with me before.
I pushed Susan away from me and she fell on the floor with her back against one of my armchairs.
"You lying cow." I shouted as I retrieved my trousers. "How many guys have you been fucking while I've been away. Fuck me, you had me fooled girl. I really believed all your crap. Now get the fuck out of here. I never want to see you cheating face again."
"No. No. Please Donny. What did I do? What did I say? Donny I love you!"
"Look you slag; I didn't get off the boat yesterday. You were never very much good at sucking cock, but I enjoyed what you gave me. Well, all of a sudden you're a fucking expert. Suddenly you can take my whole cock down you fucking throat, just like that!"
"I thought that's what you wanted."
"Susan you don't learn to suck cock like that in two minutes, you couldn't take more than a couple of inches of my cock the last time you sucked it. Who have been practising on?"
"Oh Shit! I didn't think of that. Please Donny you've got to let me explain."
"Fuck girl, this should be fucking good to hear. Go on, talk your way out of this one."
"Will you please get me a drink and sit down."
I poured Sue a Gin and tonic got myself a Scotch and then I sat on the sofa, looking at her. Susan was still sitting on the floor looking up at me.
"Look Donny, I love you. When I fucked up last time, I think it was because that Prick somehow got me to believe that you were most likely cheating on me. After you left home, but before the divorce was final; I was somehow sure that you had strayed. I was frantic because I didn't want to lose you. I searched for any clue that you had been cheating."
"You left your computer behind, so I got Shirley the girl who looks after the computers at Tulgas, to come round and find your passwords and things. I checked all you files and e-mails. I was looking for anything that would make us even. Something I could challenge you with and say to you. Look, you did it as well, can't we both just forgive and forget."
"But there was nothing there, you were the faithful loving husband I always really knew you were."
"Then we had that meeting at the solicitors. I begged you to forgive me, but you wouldn't then. But there was a look in your eye. I just got the feeling that if I hung in there long enough, you might forgive me eventually.
When I got home I sat and brooded, I hoped that one day I might get you back. I thought that if and when I got you back I was going to make sure you never left me again. I remembered that all the things I had refused to try when we were in bed together. I knew that when you came back I was going to deny you nothing. No I would do better than that, I was going to be a bloody expert at anything and everything you liked or wanted to try. So I went back to your computer and checked out all the web-sites you had used. That little file you had with your nicknames and passwords on came in very useful. I looked at all the pictures and read all the stories you had downloaded."
Susan stopped to take a drink.
"You know you made it easy for me, with that filing system of yours. Once I realised which stories and pictures you preferred, I studied them."
"Deep Throating took me months to perfect, I started with a banana and now I can take this plastic dildo thing down my throat for four minutes. And when you want to fuck my arse. Well I won't tell you what I used the first time, but I can assure you that your cock will be welcome, it can't hurt anymore than that did. You'll find I've got l some lubricating jelly in my hand bag."
"Donny you're the only guy I want, besides that half a shag with that Arse-hole you're the only guy I've ever had. Please Donny you've got to believe me."
"Fuck Sue I don't know what to think."
"Alright, look in my bag."
I didn't move, so Sue picked her bag up and tipped its contents on the floor.
"I brought most of this stuff from that story web sight of yours. Oh I used your name by the way."
"Oh thanks, did you use my credit card as well."
"Donny that wasn't very nice." Susan had been sounding enthusiastic but now sound down.
"Just kidding, sorry."
"Look, here I've got rope and hand cuffs, you visited a lot of those sites. A little cane and a flogger, in case you wanted to punish me more for being a silly bitch. Here's a plug thing and a couple of dildo's, nipple clamps, straps whatever your perversion I've got what you need in here, you have my permission to use it all on me however you want."
"Donny I love you so much, I won't even ask you to give me a safe word. You can treat how you like. As your slut or your slave use me anyway you want but please don't leave me again. I promise you, you're the only man I've ever wanted. There's been no one that you don't know about."
I still didn't move. I just looked at her.
"Look you see this little gadget, you'll like this."
Sue got up holding a kind of hook thing in her hand. She walked over to the lounge door and slipped it over the top of the door. then she picked up a pair of Velcro straps and put them on her wrists; she walked back over to the door and standing on tiptoe hooked her strapped together wrists onto the hook on the top of the door.
"Right Donny I'm ready for you to punish me for all the stupid things I have done in the past. Rip my clothes of, pick up that strap and let me have it; you know I deserve it."
"For fuck sake Susan, what in heaven gives you the idea I'd want to flog you?"
"It's not what you want Donny its what I deserve, I fucked up a wonderful marriage. If in your heart you feel I've been punished enough. Then maybe you will find it in your heart to forgive me."
"Sue until you took me by surprise with that deep throat bit, I had forgiven you. Jesus you've got me well off balance here."
"Well in that case come over here, get me down and fuck me. No love making for the minute, just fuck me every which way you can. I don't know about you but I haven't had a real fuck since before I went to Ann's house."
"You've forgotten about the Arse-whole."
"No I haven't, he had an excuse for a cock, and he couldn't excite me in a million years; he was just going to use me as a whore. For all his humping I might as well have been doing the bloody ironing. I was bored silly. You've got a real cock and you know how to use it; I want you to show me how real a man uses his whore. From now on I'm you're whore I'll do whatever you want."
I had a little difficulty unhooking Sue from the gadget she had put on the door. the moment she was free she began to strip out of her clothes. The next thing I realised she was on her back over the arm of the sofa and I was pumping away at her shaved pussy for all I was worth. Sue suddenly began to shake with a massive orgasm. I actually stopped fucking her to watch, as I had never seen her react that strongly before.
As she recovered she pushed me off of her, then literally dived down and swallowed my cock again. My knees went weak and I slowly collapsed onto the floor, Sue following me down never letting my cock from her mouth. Then I released the biggest load of semen I ever think I've fired, into her mouth. She just kept on sucking until she had taken the lot. Then she sat up and opened her mouth to show me what she had left in there. Then she swallowed it and sat smiling at me.
"Fuck Sue, I should have got you on the computer years ago."
She grinned back at me, then said.
"When I started reading your sexy stories; I would never have thought I could do that. But every time I read about a wife doing it, I realised that the woman was doing it to keep her man happy. I'm determined that you will be so happy with me that you won't be able to leave me again. Now that's two holes dealt with; I want to know what having a real cock up my arse is like, so lets get this guy on duty again."
Once again she dived back down onto my now flaccid cock. Within moments I was as solid as a rock. Sue reached over and picked up a tube of lubricant. I couldn't see what she was doing but I guessed she was preparing her arse for me. Then she spun around pointed her bum at me and shouted.
"Come on super stud make me scream."
I was just about to fuck the first arse I had ever fucked, when I noticed a line of red marks on her arse checks.
"What the fuck are all these marks Susan?" I demanded.
"Oh those, do they show that much? I have given myself five strokes on each side with your old Scout belt every night since you left. I have punished myself for being a silly bitch. From tonight you will give me ten strokes a night, then I'll remember never to do anything stupid like that again. Now stop talking and stick that big cock of yours up my arse."
I gently pushed my cock into her arse.
"Oh fuck that hurts." She said, "No, don't stop, It's kinda nice as well. Oh fuck me Donny, come on, and fuck your slag's arse.
I was humping away for all I was worth now. I had never felt anything like it before, every so often I would stop and Sue would work her anal ring and squeeze my cock. I had always wanted to try anal but I never thought it would be anything like this.
I think I must have fucked her arse for about ten minutes. Sue climaxed twice and was begging me to fuck her harder. But it seemed to me that I was knocking her across the room. I slipped out a couple of times, kept on have to chase after her on my knees. Then I came with the second biggest climax of my life, I thought my balls were going to explode as I filled her arse.
We collapsed on the floor, my rapidly deflating cock still jammed up Sue's arse.
"Fucking hell" she murmured, "I didn't think I would enjoy it that much. We'll have to put that on the regular menu. Now off you get, we haven't finished yet, there's lots more we've got to try."
With that she pushed off and over onto my back. Once again she dived for my cock that had just been up her arse and sucked it into her mouth.
"Fuck Sue, you don't have to do that."
She looked up at me.
"Yea I think that might have been a mistake, and I probably won't do it again. But I had to give it a try. Now come on lets go have a shower, then we can see what else we can try."
As I got to my feet, Sue started stuffing all the gear she had brought with her back into her bag.
"I think we can move to your bedroom after our shower, and we will need this stuff, you can tie me up and give me my ten strokes."
"Sue I really don't think we need to keep that up."
"Ten strokes every day, I'd would prefer you give them to me, you probably won't be as harsh as I am to myself.
The End or maybe not. I think there's a part five somewhere.
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I awoke very late in the morning to find an empty space beside me in the bed.
I could vaguely hear Susan singing somewhere in the cottage. I got up but couldn't find my robe, so it slipped a pair of jeans on. I found sue in the kitchen.
"Hi darling." She said as I entered the kitchen.
"I was making us breakfast and was going to bring it up to you."
"Thanks love, but I think we should eat it in here the bedrooms a real mess."
"I know I'll have to clear it up in a minute. I'm sorry but dad's just rung he's bringing the children over for a little while, apparently they are driving him and mother crazy. They want to see that we are back together for themselves. I made them promise that they wouldn't stay long."
"It's to be expected, we've got to think of them."
"It's a shame I didn't think of them that ----."
I cut her off by raising my hand.
"Susan, please don't go there. We've had enough pain over the last couple of years. That's all over now; you have punished yourself enough. If we're going to get over this thing completely you've got to forgive yourself. That's why I wouldn't spank you last night."
"I know darling, but I don't think I'll ever be able to forgive myself. I'll always remember what I did to you, and the children."
I had to get sue off the subject. She was still tearing herself up and I had to stop her somehow.
"Tell me something Sue, how come Mark Trerise and his wife became such good friends of yours. You were never that friendly with him when you worked for him, and he did give you the sack?"
"Oh dear, poor Mark, he felt so guilty about it. It turned out it was him who told Gary Wilson that I was in Basingstoke, and he thinks Gary might have got my cell-phone number out of his files as well."
"It was while the divorce was going on he came round and apologised to me. Apparently he and Gary went out for diner one lunchtime and Gary just mentioned in passing that he hadn't seen me around the office lately. Mark told him I was on leave, looking after Ann's children in Basingstoke. It was only after he heard Shirley asking the girls in the office which silly cow had told Gary where I was, that he realised what he had done. He was devastated and blamed himself for the whole episode. I told him that Gary would most likely have winkled the information out of one of the girls. But poor Mark blames himself for this entire thing happening, and he had to go to court as well over it as well. They gave him this bound-over thing as well as a fine."
"What the hell did he have to go to court for?"
"Ah Well, you see, when he came to see me. I told him that the first time Gary called me, it was on the pretence that Mark had told him to call me to clarify some details of a contract I had been working on before I went to Ann's. Mark was furious. He reckoned that Gary had used him to set me up. So he went up to Gary's house, ostensibly to collect Gary's company car. From what Dougie said. He's the guy who drove Mark up there. Mark and Gary had a real slanging match, and then they came to blows. Doug said that all he could do was stand and watch, as both of them are much bigger than him.
"Anyway Gary came off worse, but poor Mark got arrested and charged with affray or something. It cost him £200 in fines and he was bound over for a year. But he says, he thinks he will now be able to look you in the face the next time he sees you. Oh and he said one of the policeman told him he should have had the same restraint that you had shown."
"Maybe I should have given Wilson a good hiding."
"Oh no, you got him fired, and he has lost his driving licence and from what I have heard, his wife has divorced him as well. They came and asked me to be a witness, but they never called me in the end. No I think you handled it almost perfectly Donny. Although I do wish you had confronted me when you saw us coming back from the restaurant. I know that you would still have left me, but the bastard wouldn't have got his cock in me."
"Look, we've got back onto that subject again. I thought we agreed to forget it."
"Donny I think we wont be able to forget it until we both know everything that has happened. I think we will just have to grin and bear it."
"OK then, Susan just tell me one thing. What did you take out of the car that night?"
"What do you mean?"
"When you came from the restaurant, you got something out of the car."
"Susan looked thoughtful for a moment, then her eyes lit up."
"Oh God Donny, give me your car keys quickly. Oh god, I hope it's still there."
Susan grabbed my keys and ran out to my car.
"God I'm glad you never changed your car." She said as she opened the boot.
She almost climbed inside digging around in the corner of the trunk area. A smile came on her face and she triumphantly pulled a small polythene bag out from behind the bodywork
"Here," she said as she handed me the bag. "When you're ready, I hope you'll give them back to me."
Inside I found Susan's wedding and engagement rings, along with a gold locket and it's chain.
"I'm sorry I knew he was going to fuck me, I felt so guilty I took them off. There are pictures of you and the children in that locket. Remember you gave it to me for my birthday. I couldn't wear them while he."
Susan's voice faded into tears, and I pulled her close and hugged her. I realised that I don't think she will ever get over what she did that night. I'm pretty convinced that she has not got the faintest idea why she really did it. I made mental note that sometime I would have to get her to see a councillor, you never know were guilt like that can lead.
I lifted her hand and put the rings back on. She looked up at me, smiled and then went to remove the wedding ring, but I stopped her.
"Leave it on until after the children have been. They might not understand if you don't have them both on. We'll make it official as soon as we can, but wear it for now."
"Thank you Donny, I love so much."
The sudden arrival of Susan's parents with the children threw us into a panic. Sue was naked except for my robe and I only had a pair of Jeans on. Sue ran back inside and up to the bedroom; I could hear her crashing about trying to hide all her toys and make the room look presentable.
The children piled out of the car demanding to know were their mother had gone. But my father-in-law was grinning from ear to ear.
"Sorry, a bit early for you are we. I hope you had a good honeymoon night."
"Better than the first one Jack. Come in I'll make some tea."
The children ran upstairs and I could here them banging on the bedroom door. It was apparent that Susan had taken the precaution of locking it.
Ten minutes later Susan came down dressed in a pear of my Jeans and one of my shirts that she had tied at the waist. The clothes swamped her but she somehow managed to look beautiful in them. Her mother handed her a bag and said.
"If you'd waited a few minutes you could have put some clothes on, that fitted you. Susan if you must run about outside dressed in nothing but Donny's robe. Will you please at least do the belt up? You've got neighbours here you know."
"Sorry mum I was excited and didn't think."
"Well if you're going to be a respectable married woman again, it's about time you behaved like one."
"Lay of her Louise, we've settled our differences, if she wants to run around the garden naked, I won't object."
"Well I bloody well will. She's my daughter and I can't go through the last three years again."
"Donny don't you think you better get dressed if we're going out to lunch." Jack butted in. He could see the conversation was likely to get out of hand.
Susan expressed her surprise as she thought her parents and the children were not staying very long. We all pretended not to hear her objections and hint's that she and I should be left alone.
We went out to a pub for lunch and then took the children to the beach. Susan's frustration was really showing by the time we got back to the cottage. And I think she was really getting angry when her father and I started to light the Bar B Q.
I didn't seem to come into her mind that she had been set up. I had called her father at some ridiculous time during the night and between us we had planed the next couple of days.
When we got a quiet moment together I asked her father.
"Did you manage to find it alright?"
"Yes and you were right, it's valid for a couple more years. Mother had a lot of trouble picking out some clothes for her. You know she hasn't been taking as much care over her choices in clothes since you been gone. She's actually been dressing quite dowdy. Luckily she hasn't changed in size much, so mothers packed some of her older stuff. We'll have it at the airport in the morning."
"Thanks Jack. We can buy any thing else she needs. Are you sure you two don't mind looking after the kids for another month?"
"We'll look after them forever if it helps to get you two back as you were."
"I doubt it'll ever be exactly the same Jack. Just as close as I can make it."
"I figure we'll take the children home around nine, is that all right with you. If we leave it much later I think Susan will disown us."
"Nine's fine Frank, she's waited three years, she can wait a little longer."
Susan's folks and the children left just before ten. Susan was very quiet whilst we washed up and she left me to go up to the bedroom whilst I finish drying up.
When I entered the bedroom I found Susan sitting on the bed crying again.
"What's all this for, I thought we agreed no more tears in this marriage."
"Well, we're not married, and your flying off to Budapest tomorrow morning and wont be back for a month. I wanted you all to myself for today. They told me they were only staying an hour."
"Susan our children haven't seen us as man and wife for three years. I told you earlier we have to think of them."
"You can do that, can't you. You can forget what you want yourself and do what the children or I need. That's why you were in Basingstoke that night, isn't it. You thought that I needed to be driven home, and what did you find. A rotten cheating wife."
"No, I found a wife who made a silly mistake. Now stop your silly crying and let's do some serious begetting.
Susan laughed at my old joke; we had always used begetting as a reference to sex in front of the children when they were small. I took her in my arms and kissed her; then before she could say another word I started nibbling on her ear.
"Last night you wanted to fuck like rabbits and so we did. Tonight I'm going to remind you how we make love." I whispered into her ear.
My hand slipped down and undid the buttons on her blouse. And I felt her pulling my T-shirt from my waistband. Her blouse fell to the floor and my shirt was pulled over my head and off. We went back into each other's arms and I released the catch on her bra as I lowered myself and took her nipple in my mouth. Susan took a deep intake of breath that showed me her pleasure.
"I love you Donny. She whispered.
I couldn't reply, my mouth being too busy. I undid the waistband of her Jeans and slid them and her panties down and off her legs, as I dropped to my knees to the floor.
Easing her backwards onto the bed I started a long and circumspect journey down her body towards my ultimate objective. The Susan that I married would never allow herself to really enjoy my oral endeavours down there. The Susan that had spent hours reading my erotic stories from the web was showing signs of ecstasy as my tongue found her clit.
"Oh fuck Donny, don't stop, please. Oh fuck, I love you."
I could feel her grinding her self against my face as I slipped my finger into her.
"Yes Oh Yes."
It seemed to take no more than a couple of minutes before she had another one of those massive organisms, that had taken me by surprise the previous evening. She bucked her hips up at me so hard she knocked me off balance and I fell back onto the floor. For a moment she did nothing but moan then she said.
"For Christ sake Donny were did you learn to do that."
"It's not me that's doing anything different sweetheart, you're the one that's had the sexual awaking."
Susan slid of the bed and joined me on the floor.
"Lets get these bloody Jeans out of the way. I'm gonna need some access here before long. But first will you do that again please."
Having removed the rest of my clothing, she got back on the edge of the bed and I returned to sucking and licking her clit. This time I slipped two fingers into her virgina and massaged her anus with my thumb.
"OH Fuck" she called out as I finally slipped my thumb inside her.
A gentle rocking motion between fingers and thumb had her bucking away again in moments. After three further organisms, Susan admitted defeat.
"Fuck Donny, I don't think I can take anymore of that for the moment. Come on and fuck me now please."
Sue wriggled into the centre of the bed and I climbed between her legs, her little hand grabbed my cock and she guided me into herself.
"This how we did it the first time up ever fucked me, missionary fashion do you remember?"
"Of course I do my love." I replied.
"God I love the feeling of your cock in me. How I've missed it and you."
"Now Susan."
"Sorry but I was thinking. You turned me on to sex."
"If you say so darling." I panted.
"I always enjoyed our love making. No that's not right, is it? You used to make love to me. I never could bring myself to really let go."
"If you say so dear." Pant, Pant, I'm not as young as I was and was beginning to tier.
"Do you think that's why I let Gary talk me into going to that hotel."
I stopped pumping, my erection was gone and I fell out of her.
"Oh bugger, shit, I'm sorry Donny. How stupid of me. I'm sorry but I just had this idea come into my head.
"I noticed!"
"Look, I could never let myself completely go with you. I don't know why perhaps I thought I would let you down or some thing. But maybe I thought that with some creep that I would never have to be with again I could, you know, experiment and let myself go."
"Well I don't like the thought, but what the hell do I know about what goes in that head of yours."
"I'm sorry babe but reading your stories made me free. Only for you that is! This bodies yours and only yours, you know that don't you."
"Susan you lost me hours ago, but if you're happy, I'm happy with it, OK!"
"Thank you darling, but I think I've got some work to do now. Killed your mood a bit haven't I?"
"I've only one comment to make Susan."
"Yes darling."
"If you ever mention that cunt again when I'm fucking you again. You'll be sleeping in the spare bedroom."
"Sorry darling, I'll try not be so scatterbrain in future. Now on your back, I've got a friend down here that I've got to get on duty again."
With that Susan pushed me onto my back and sucked my cock into her mouth again. Within minutes the old John Thomas was back in working order. But then Susan suddenly stopped again.
"Here do me at the same time, I love the way you use your tongue." She said as she swung her leg over my head, to put us in the classic 69 position.
She sucked my cock for a while, bobbing her head up and down but she seemed to sense when I was about to cum and took her mouth of my cock.
"Not yet baby, there's a long night ahead of us and I want to make the most of it."
She turned her attention to my balls as I slipped my two fingers into her Virginia and my thump back up her arse.
"Oh yea I like that." she said as she bucked against me.
I didn't even have to move my hand; she was doing it all.
"Yea Yea Yes." she mumbled then plunged her mouth back over my cock.
Susan was jumping around like a woman possessed now.
"Oomph, Oomph, Oomph." Was all she could say with her mouth full.
I couldn't say anything as she ground her clit against my face. Then suddenly she pushed a finger up my arse and that was too much for me I gave up the fight and exploded into her mouth. She sucked everything I gave her down and kept on sucking, and then she began shacking with the now familiar orgasm. After what seemed like an age she collapsed on me and laid still.
"Sue, Susan are you alright?" I asked in panic.
"Yes I think so?" She said, "God that was the best one yet. Why the hell didn't I loosen up earlier in our marriage?"
"I think I might have been dead by now, if you had!"
"Ooh, I'd better check your life insurance then, because this is the lover you've got from now on."
We fucked each other silly until the early hours and then fell into an exhausted sleep. Susan woke me in the morning by sucking me back to action stations, and then we fucked again before we got in the shower then made our way to the airport.
As I got out of Susan's car she came around and hugged me with tears in her eyes.
"Oh god Donny, I'm going to miss you." She said.
"And why the hell would that be?" I asked.
"Well you'll be in Hungary, We won't be able to fuck for a month."
"Why not? I don't know about you but I'm intending to enjoy a good fuck every night."
Susan looked serious.
"Oh I see, so you are fucking those girls then."
"No I told you, never mix business with pleasure."
"Then who? Have you got another girl out there? But I can't really blame you if you have."
Susan was looking very upset now and I could see the tears welling up in the corner of her eyes again.
"No you silly girl! I'm going to be fucking you every night; you're coming with me. Look here's your passport, and your dads over there with your bags."
"What about the children?"
"Your folks are going to look after them, why do you think they stayed with us all day yesterday."
"You bugger, you had it all planned didn't you."
"Well I hope this is one surprise I have organised for you that isn't going to go tits up on me?"
"I love you, Donny."
This is The end
--------------------------------------------
Authors note.
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Alternative title: How to really fuck things up.
I suppose it really started about five months ago. I will never understand why such a little incident stuck in my mind so much.
It had been a normal Saturday morning, and in the afternoon, I was taking my Son Robert (14) to his football match and my wife Ronnie (Veronica) was going to take our Karen (12) daughter to her Dance class.
Well to tell the truth, I was running just a little bit late that day and as I went to leave the house; I found that my keys weren't on the rack. Dam, I had left them on the dressing table in the bedroom when I got changed. Time was getting on, so I grabbed Ronnie's Keys; both our key-rings had Identical sets of keys on them so we could use each others cars without having to swap keys about. I called upstairs and told Ronnie she would have to use my keys, then took off. I think I heard Ronnie shout something, but as I said, I was running late.
As usual Robert's team had run themselves silly during the first half. Yea, they were well ahead, but they had knackered themselves. In the second half their opponents came back and slaughtered them. Anyway the kids enjoyed themselves and that's what sport is really supposed to be about.
When we got home Ronnie really tore into me for me for using her keys. Her reaction seemed to me to be well out of proportion. Well after all, the keys on both our rings are identical. I put her anger down to the fact that she might not have heard me, when I told her my keys were in the bedroom and she had to go look for them.
Ronnie and I have been married for sixteen years now. I'm forty this year and she is thirty-eight, but she doesn't look as if she's even thirty. You know even if I say so myself, she's a real Milf. She turns all the guys' heads, when she comes into the pub, which she doesn't do very often, as she's not really a pub type person.
Ronnie is one of the guiding lights of the local Woman's institute, where she goes every Monday evening and is also into a ladies whist club, that keeps her occupied on Wednesday nights.
Me, I'm a beer and crisps man; every Friday night I'm down the Kings Arms for a skin-full. Saturday mornings, I do tend to sleep it off, but by lunchtime I'm ready to play the dutiful father again.
Saturday night Ronnie and I, that is if she doesn't drag me along to one of her woman's institute fund raising functions; normally go out and take in a show or enjoy a slap up meal in a fancy restaurant.
When we get home, its the highlight of our the week. Our Saturday night extravaganza. The kids spend every Saturday night at they're grand parents, so Ronnie and I can make as much noise as we want, and if there's one thing that Ronnie likes to do, its make a lot of noise when we make love. She really enjoys her Saturday nights. Of course often we make love on weeknights as well. But with the kids around Ronnie can't really let herself go.
Anyway, it was some weeks later and I had almost completely forgotten about the incident with the keys. One afternoon Ronnie's car broke down. The recovery service dropped her off at home and then for some reason I never will quite understand, having let herself into the house. Ronnie gave the driver her complete key ring, house keys and all.
When I got home from work, Ronnie told me what she had done, so I called the Garage. Johnny, one of the guys who runs the place, drinks at the same pub as me and we arranged that he would remove the car key from the ring and meet me for a drink later; when he could give the rest of the keys to me.
It was about ten when I got home again; I walked up to the front door and put the key the lock, but it wouldn't turn. I was using Ronnie's keys, as I hadn't taken mine with me.
You know what its like when your familiar with a bunch of keys, you don't look at them, you go by the feel of size and shape of the key to know which one to use. On closer inspection I noticed that there was an extra key on Ronnie's ring. I let myself in with the correct key and once again forgot about the incident.
It must have been another week or so later when Ronnie and I returned from shopping; as I was getting the groceries out of the back of my car, Ronnie went to open the door. I just happened to notice that the first key she tried in the lock didn't work, so she pulled it out and put another one in.
"I did that last week with your keys." I commented, "What is that bloody key for?"
Ronnie appeared to think for a moment, then said.
"Oh, it's the key to my office at work, I took it off of the big ring. It saves me getting them all out when I go out of my office during the day."
For a moment I was taken aback. I had to think, just what had Ronnie just said to me? You see, Ronnie had just told me an outright lie! No ifs or buts about it. It was definitely a lie! But why?
Veronica is a key holder for her company. Because we live quite close to her offices, she holds a big bunch of keys for the whole of the complex. If any of the fire or burglar alarms should go off, out of hours. The police can call her to go round and unlock the place to give them access.
Now, I have looked at that company key ring of hers, many times in the past and I know that it is welded closed. No one can remove a key from that ring, unless they physically cut the ring with a saw and then it would need to be welded closed again.
Just why would she want to lie about a stupid key? I lay in bed that night with my mind in turmoil. Why would my loving wife lie to me? Perhaps she just got mixed up and meant she had got another key for her office. No, Ronnie had definitely said she had taken the key off the big ring; that's the name she always uses for the works keys, and she had thought about what she was going to say before she said it.
All sorts of preposterous scenarios were by now going through my head. What could that dam key really be for?
The only thing I could come up with was the unthinkable. Ronnie and I were happily married, weren't we, or were we? This left me with just one option, I was going to have to watch Ronnie and see what she was up to. There weren't many opportunities I could think of, that Ronnie had to be doing anything she shouldn't; there were only Monday and Wednesday evenings.
Mondays was easy to check. WI Secretary normally dropped of copies of the minutes of their Monday meetings at our house every Tuesday afternoon. I just had to pull them out of Ronnie's files and check she was on the list of those in attendance; she was at every one. The minutes also gave the times the meetings started and finished and they appeared to coincide with her arrival home give or take a few minutes.
The whist club on Wednesday called for a little more work. The Whist club met at each other's houses, but luckily whoever's house they were meeting in the husband would usually retreat to the pub. As the only decent Pub around was the Kings Arms, I was able to leave the kids for half an hour and slip down there for a quick one. Sure enough all the husbands; when put under what I considered to be quite subtle questioning, reported that Ronnie was in attendance as usual.
By the following Saturday I was beginning to think I was being very stupid and had been on a wild goose chase; when Robert's football was cancelled. I was just settling down at home, to watch the afternoon sports on the telly, when I spotted Ronnie's book.
Ronnie when she isn't doing her charity bit or playing whist, is an avid reader. She normally takes the book she was currently engrossed in, with her to read it whilst she waits for Karen. But there it was, on the bloody coffee table. Of course she could well have forgotten it; she had done in the past. But whenever she did, she would always come home and get it.
Then I suddenly remembered the incident where I had used Ronnie's keys on that Saturday and Ronnie's inexplicable anger that I had taken them. Could it be, she needed to use that extra key on Saturday afternoons, whilst our daughter was at her dance class. I immediately decided that on next Saturday I was going to find out if she did use that key for something. I couldn't go steaming down there straight away as she sometimes Ronnie waits in the car and she might spot my car. There would be hell to pay if she thought I was spying on her.
By a lucky chance there was a football tournament that following weekend; it would keep young Robert occupied for most for the day. But if I was going to spy on Ronnie I would have to be careful, she would not take kindly to finding me sniffing around.
I called my drinking pal John from the garage, looking for a car I could use, that Ronnie wouldn't recognise. John came up with an old-banger; a Ford Sierra, it had seen better days but was still just about road legal and it had three months tax left on it. For £100 he arranged to have it delivered to the sports club on Friday and the keys were to be left with the Bar Steward.
One o'clock on the Saturday saw me parked near Karen's dance school and I watched as Ronnie dropped her off and then drove away. I followed Ronnie in the Sierra keeping at a reasonable distance behind her. No more than a mile or so up the road she turned into a lane that ran behind a row of shops and parked. I had to drive right past her, as there was nowhere for me to stop. But Ronnie wasn't expecting me to be following her, so I was lucky and she didn't notice me.
I stopped at the end of the lane and watched her cross over and go to a door at the back of the shops. She let herself in and disappeared.
I've got to be honest; I didn't have the foggiest notion as to what I should do next. I thought it would be a good idea to take the car numbers of all the vehicles parked near the place. I think I remember reading a story where a husband did that; but I didn't know what I was going to do with them.
I gave her about ten minutes then I went back up the lane and took the numbers of all the cars parked there. From the look of the layout of the door I figured the one she went into, led up to a flat on the first floor.
'So what do I do now?' I thought. 'Ronnie has been lying to me and then she goes to this bloody flat. Should I jump to conclusions or should I wait and see what else I can find out? If she's doing what I fear she may be doing, confronting her without any real evidence, could be a big mistake. It could well put her on her guard and unsubstantiated accusations aren't going to do me any good if it comes to a divorce.'
'Divorce! Now just hold on a minute.' I thought 'you don't know what she's up to in that flat. But then again, if she's not doing something she shouldn't? Why the hell hadn't she told me about coming here and why tell me the lie about the bloody key? No! Something is definitely rotten in the state of Denmark.'
There were the children to consider here. If my Ronnie is playing pat-a-cake with some Pratt up there. I didn't want to finish up with him playing daddy to my kids, just because I'd gone off half-cocked. No sit back and see what more I can find out, was what I finally decided.
I found a parking place in the main road that afforded me a good view of the lane and the door to the flat. I sat there struggling with my emotions, and wondering what the woman I loved was doing in that flat. An hour and a half later Ronnie came out; she looked up and down the lane then got back in her car and drove away.
I knew where Ronnie was going, so I figured I wait and see if anyone else came out of the flat. Twenty minutes later some guy comes out; he was dressed in a flash suit and I thought his face was familiar, but I couldn't place it. He got into a Merc and drove off down the lane. Assuming he must be the guy, I drove up the main road and intercepted him as he came back out onto it. Then I followed him as he drove to a house in the more affluent suburbs of town. Having taken careful note of the address I went straight around to the local library and looked the house up in the electoral roll.
I came out of the library feeling rather pleased with myself. I was now pretty sure that the guy was one Reginald Edwardo Passmore. Who was married to Margaret Olivier Passmore. Of course, this wasn't real evidence but I felt I had made a start. But by then it was getting near time to pick up my son.
I was very upset about my discovery and when we got home, I had to be very careful that I didn't let Ronnie know I was suspicious about her and that was to prove harder than I thought. A couple of times during the evening she asked if I was all right. So I pulled my socks up and concentrated on my behaviour towards her. Saturday night did not go with its usual swing for all my efforts.
Sunday morning, I really put my bloody foot in it. I wanted to get out of the house early, so I stupidly told Ronnie I was going fishing with a friend from work.
Now I have never been fishing in my bloody life, it's not something I could do; sit around all day watching a bloody river. Ronnie knows me too well and smelt a rat. She asked me some probing questions. But in the end I think I convinced her that it was really a pub by the river that we were really going to. Luckily I had the Sierra parked at the Sports club, because Ronnie insisted that I didn't take my own car if I was going to be drinking.
I went up to London, as there are a few shops that I had heard of, that sell the sort of equipment I thought I was going to need. I've got to honest with you. I was extremely upset at the thought of Ronnie playing around. But I was somehow enjoying the thought of playing the private eye. You know there's a kind of satisfaction in proving that what you think is happening, actually is. I was angry and gonna nail Ronnie's arse to the wall. Well that's how I was looking at it at the time. I didn't think it was going to be to difficult as I have read lots of stories about guys catching there wives cheating and it always sounds like child's play.
I found a shop that had just about everything a good detective or spy could want. Miniature cameras, bugging devices, the bloody works. The only trouble was, I'd have to take out another bloody mortgage to buy any of it. I left the shop feeling quite dejected, only to be accosted in the street by a guy who had been in the shop whilst I had been explaining what I needed to the salesman. He gave me a business card. On the back he had written a phone number.
"Call this bloke." he said, "He'll sort you out. He makes the gear at home and hires it out by the day."
I thanked him then called the number on my mobile. The guy's name was Kevin. He said he had what I wanted and told me to come right round. When I got there Kevin asked me lots of questions and warned me that I had to be careful. Recording my own home phone line was legal, but I was supposed to tell everyone that used it about the tap. Hidden cameras and microphones were legally a no no, if they weren't in my own home.
He suggested that I could use them to prove to myself what was going on. But for evidence to use in court, I would have to use a hand-held camera. He did offer to help me when it came down to the hand-held stuff (Bloody voyeur!). Anyway he gave me the gear we thought I would need and I gave him my credit card details and left for home. Via the Kings Arms of course, Ronnie will be expecting to my breath to smell of beer. I was getting good at this detective lark; it's the little things you've got to remember.
Now what I needed to do was get into that flat to plant the camera and microphones. Anytime would do, as the gear was radio controlled. But then I found out I was right and Ronnie had smelt a rat. When I looked at her key's that evening; the flat key was gone.
Ronnie was the same loving wife, she had always been. If I hadn't seen her go into that flat, I would have never thought anything was wrong.
The whole dam week went by, with me searching everywhere for that bloody key; but I had no luck. The following Saturday, after I had dropped my Robert off at his football match I drove down to the dance studio and Ronnie's car was parked outside. The next two Saturdays it was there also. Was it over, or were they just cooling it for a while? Come to that, had anything really been going on?
I had to find out so, on the following Friday I passed on the Kings Arms and I took Ronnie out to dinner. I probably drank more than I should have, to give me some Dutch Courage. As we finished our meal, I plucked up the nerve and asked her.
"Ronnie! Do you still love me?"
"What are you talking about Malcolm? Of course I do!"
"So there's nothing you need to tell me about then?"
"I don't know what you're talking about. Now will you please stop it, before you get me upset."
But I could see by her eyes, she was upset. I had touched a nerve.
"OK, I was just offering a free pass. But if you say there's nothing then there's nothing."
"Are you feeling all-right? I think you've had too much to drink, you're talking nonsense, do you know that."
"Sorry babe, it's just that I've got something on my mind, that's all."
Well that was it; she'd had her chance. If it was innocent she could have told me about the flat and what she had been going there for.
Now, I do like a pint or two so as usual, Ronnie had driven us to the Restaurant. On the way home she stopped for petrol. As I went to get out to fill the tank for her; she told me she would do it, saying that I had been drinking too much. She was obviously angry with me. Probably because I had put her on the spot earlier.
She got out and filled the tank. I sat there feeling rather bored, and as you do, I fiddled with the electric window, looked in the door pocket and glove box. Then for some reason I pushed the little button that opened the ashtray and Bingo! Ronnie and I don't smoke so our ashtrays are filled with those smelly granules. But there, lying on the top of them, was the bloody key. I quickly closed the ashtray again and looked around to see if Ronnie had spotted me. But luckily she had gone inside to pay by then.
Saturday I took Robert to football again and then went down to the dance studio. Ronnie's car was in the Car Park and it was empty, so I parked the Sierra along side it. I slipped out; making sure no one was watching and let down Ronnie's front tyre. Then I went back to the football match.
Just after the dance class finished, Ronnie called on me on the mobile and told me she had a puncture. I went right over and told her to use my car to get home. I would change the wheel and get the puncture repaired; but she would have to pick up Robert on the way.
Once Ronnie and Karen had left, I pulled a can of Ready-Spare gas out of my pocket and blew her tyre back up. Then I drove down to the local hardware store and had a copy made of the key in the ashtray.
I nearly cocked things up again, by going home too soon. But then I remembered I was supposed to be getting the bleeding tyre fixed. Even a Quick-Fit Cowboy ain't that bloody quick. So I popped into the Kings Arms for a sly one.
Johnny my friend from the garage was in there and he started to pump me as to why I wanted a car, which the wife wasn't supposed to know about. He wasn't going to give up as he assumed that it was me who was on the lamb. In the end, I was forced to tell him that I thought Ronnie could well be screwing around on me.
His whole attitude changed as he told me his first wife had done the dirty on him and then fucked off leaving him with massive debts, as she had been purloining the money that he thought she was paying the bills with.
Johnny insisted that he was going to help me, whether I wanted his help or not. So I had to fill him in on what little I had discovered. Johnny was of the opinion that maybe Ronnie, thinking I had got suspicious of what she was up to on her Saturday afternoons, could well be meeting this guy at some other time.



He decided that he would go past the flat every time he took a car on road test. As he tested all the cars that went through the garage, it would mean he would check to see if Ronnie's car was parked at the flat, anything up to ten times a day.
I didn't hear from Johnny all week, and Ronnie appeared to be her normal loving self. Then on the Friday John called me at my work and asked me to meet him in the pub on the way home.
"Right she met him at the flat on Tuesday and Thursday lunch times and she stayed for about an hour and a half. Monday, Wednesday and today some other bird showed up. Your gonna have to get some time off work and find out who she is."
"What the fuck do I care, who she is?" I asked.
"Well you should! Look Malcolm this thing can go two ways."
"One, the shit hits the fan and you divorce your misses; then start again. I can tell you that ain't as easy as it sounds. It hurts when they cheat on you. But it fucking hurts a dam sight more when they ain't around anymore! I know from experience."
"Two, you can try to keep her."
"Now if you decide that you want to keep Veronica. All we've got to do is dob this guy in to his wife by giving her the details of his liaisons with this other bird. Then when the shit hits the fan, I've got the contacts; it'll be all over the local paper. All you've got to do is make sure Ronnie sees it. When she finds out the guy is taking her for a ride, she should be back in the fold before you know it."
"All sounds a bit speculative to me."
"Shit man, if you don't try you don't win. Now we hide the gear in the flat Sunday morning 11 o'clock sharp."
"Pardon"
"I've done a little checking on Passmore, At 11 o'clock Passmore will be in church. He goes there with the family every Sunday. So we can get in the flat without him being around."
"But, are you sure?"
"Trust me, I'm a mechanic aren't I, have you ever known a mechanic lie? No, don't answer that. But I've got it all fixed up for Sunday morning. Meet us at the garage at ten."
"Who's the us?"
"Don't worry, you'll see."
At ten on Sunday I arrived at the garage to find John with another man and a Gas Board van. He handed me some Gas Board overalls and told me to put them on.
"Meet Mo, he's a Gas Board inspector and spends his time looking for gas leaks. We just walk up to the flat and knock on the door. If anyone answers we say there's been a report of a leak and ask if they smelled anything. Then Mo wave's his gas detector what's-it about and says it's all clear. If no one answers, we open the door and go in. Should a neighbour challenge us, Mo will keep them out of the way with gas leak story. But I don't think anyone will, they're mostly students and asylum seekers in those flats."
You've got to give it to him; Johnny appeared to know what he was doing.
Mo didn't came into the flat. He walked up and down the lane waving his sniffer thing around. But he had allowed Johnny and I to get into the flat without having to sneak around.
The place was a bit of a mess, only the kitchen and the largest room were usable. The rest appeared to be being used for some sort of storage, as they were jammed full of cardboard boxes.
In the large kitchen that had a table and eight chairs, a cooker, a fridge that besides milk, had several bottles of cheap wine in it and there was a locked filing cabinet.
The one usable room had a large table covered by a sheet. Round the walls were stacked lots more cardboard boxes. On one wall was a board or rack or something; also covered by a sheet.
"Coo this looks interesting." John commented, as we searched around for somewhere to hide the camera and microphone. "Christ! Is Veronica into the kinky stuff then?"
I turned to look at him. He had lifted the corner of the sheet covering the board on the wall.
"Not to my knowledge. Why?"
"Take a gander at this lot. Here, do you think they do it by numbers."
Attached to the board were all manner of toys and Dominance gear. You know what I mean, dildos, handcuffs, straps, whips and all kinds of things. All of them appeared to have a reference number bellow them.
"Just how long have you been married?"
"Fiftee er sixteen years, why?
"You've been married to her for sixteen years and you didn't know Veronica's into kink?"
"We don't know she's into anything yet! That's why were here, to find out what she's up to."
"Well with all this lot. I think we can guess can't we?"
I gave Johnny a look; he shrugged his shoulders and began fitting the pinhole camera inside a damaged cardboard box.
"This will do fine and we can put the gubbins inside the box; with the amount of dust on this one, no ones looked in it for months." He said, "Look if you stand on that chair you can put the radio mic in that air vent."
As I said, Johnny appeared to know what he was doing, so I did as I was told.
"Ok now there's just the mic in the kitchen left, we can put that on top of the cupboards. By the look of this place I doubt anybody ever cleans up there so it shouldn't get spotted."
"Were the hell did you learn how to do all this spying stuff, Johnny?"
"That would be telling. But it was for Queen and Country and it beat all that square bashing nonsense."
"You were in the army then?"
"Kind of, but you're asking too many questions mate."
I left it at that. Johnny obviously didn't want to tell me and he's a big lad, there's no sense in upsetting him.
He sent me back out to the van where he had set up the receivers. It all appeared to be working as far as I could see. But when Johnny came down he wasn't happy with the camera angle so he went back and adjusted it.
Then we went back to the garage where Johnny transferred the receivers into a small white van. Then he had me following him back to flat and he positioned the van as close as he could. He told me that to make things easy for us he connected the gear up to time switches. Everything would be on from twelve until two everyday, as they were the times that Passmore was at the flat.
Johnny told me I should get some time off work and see if I can find out who this other woman was. So on the Monday I made out I was sick, left work at eleven and parked up on the main road, to watch the flat. At dead on twelve Passmore arrived and went into the flat. Twelve fifteen a Shogun pulled into the lane and a tall blond woman got out, and went in as well. Once again, I thought there was something familiar about her. But again I couldn't put my finger on it.
I tried to pick up the mic's on the receiver that I had with me, but I was too far away and it wouldn't lock-on, let alone decode. That's the trouble with all this digital stuff you've got to have a bloody good signal.
1.45 on the dot, the blond came out and got into her Shogun. I followed her and spent the rest of the afternoon sitting outside a school, then hairdressers then back to the bloody school again and then I bloody well lost her.
Back at home everything appeared normal. Except for the fact that I was going crackers! Johnny said we should leave the van alone until Friday then we could pick it up and go through the weeks tapes, on Friday night when Ronnie thought I was down the pub. But the suspense was killing me.
Wednesday I was waiting for the blond again. She followed the same routine school, hairdresser, school. But that day when the school closed, the Shogun was still there. It was five o'clock before she came out. She stood talking to another woman for a while and it was then I realised who she was. She was a teacher at the school. My children's school!
Mrs Gurney or something. Yea, that was her name. One of my kid's Teachers, was playing pat-a-cake with this Passmore creep. Now that's definitely not on. You expect teachers to have high moral standards. Well you do when they're teaching your kid's.
You know, I think I was more wound up over that, than I was about Ronnie playing around. Shit, I was bloody angry.
Anyway I followed Mrs Gurney home and got her address. Ronnie gave me some stick for being late for my dinner, and then she gave me a big cuddle and a kiss.
"If I find you've been sneaking down the pub instead of coming home to your dinner there'll be hell to pay." She said.
Ah, that was what the kiss was all about, she was checking my breath. Not showing how much she loved me.
Strangely we went to bed that night and had the best sex we'd had on a weeknight in years. Ronnie was all over me. It was just like our honeymoon. I think she sensed that I wasn't as enthusiastic as I should be. But I was acting my bleeding heart out.
Friday night I met Johnny down the pub and we went over and replaced the tapes in the van, then it was over to the garage. Where we put the kitchen tape in a player and sat back with baited breath.
Nothing! Not a bloody sound! We looked at each other confused, and then Johnny put the tape from the other room in. Nothing again.
"Right try that bloody time lapse tape in the video." John said.
Nothing once again! We couldn't understand it; all the tapes were blank. But every-thing had worked fine on Sunday. The tapes had run, as we had to rewind them, but there was nothing on them.
In desperation we called Kevin. Who, after I had done my nut at him, agreed he would come over.
When he arrived he listened to the tapes and looked at the video.
"No signal!" he declared, then queried that we had set it up correctly and tested it all. We assured him we had and showed him the tape of the room that we had made the Sunday before.
"Doesn't make sense." He said, "We'll have to go over and check it out."
We went over to the flat and Kevin threw the back doors of the van open for everyone to see, as he checked the equipment.
"Looks to be all connected fine" he declared. "Should pick it up all right."
Then he stood there and studied the back of the shops. Apparently satisfied he began walking up and down the lane.
"What's behind that wall? He asked, pointing to the high wall that formed the opposite side of the lane to the shops."
I shrugged, but Johnny said it was one of the university's buildings.
"Oh, I wonder" Kevin said as he retrieved an instrument that looked like a hand held CB radio from his toolbox. He fiddled with the controls for a little while then.
"Well that's fucked it, then! I wonder what those Toss-Pots are up to?"
Seeing the look of confusion on our faces he went on.
"There's enough stray radio signals coming out of there, to silence the bloody BBC. My gear will never get through all that rubbish. They'd better be careful they're on illegal frequencies."
"So this gear isn't going to work then?"
"Not unless we can silence those Wankers, and the only people that can do that is the Post Office."
"Can't we report them then." I suggested.
Oh yea, I can see that. Excuse me Mr Post Office man. They're illegal radio signals are jamming our illegal radio signals. And besides, they could have a licence to use those frequencies. I not sure, but I think they may come within the zone that's reserved for research."
Kevin began to unplug the equipment in the van.
"Sorry fella's, you're out of luck. I might as well take this lot back with me now."
"What the hell are we going to do then?" I asked.
"The only thing you can do. Sneak in there and catch her in the act on a hand held camera. That's what you're gonna have to do in the end anyway. I told you can't use any of this illegal stuff in court."
Kevin packed his gear, and then Johnny and I went down the Kings Arms to drown our sorrows. We made plans to retrieve the gear from inside the flat on Sunday morning. That was going to cost me another £50 for Mo again.
So what had we achieved? Absolutely bloody nothing. I was £200 pounds down plus what I was going to have to play Kevin and I knew no more than I did when it started. I went home very depressed and Ronnie noticed. I think she even noticed that I hadn't had my usual skilful. Because she was very 'nice' to me in bed that night.
Saturday went as usual. I checked and Ronnie never went to the flat. In the evening we went to a show and should have had a really good time, but I think I put a damper on things. Saturday nights Gymnastics didn't go with its usual swing and we fell asleep quiet early for us. For a Saturday night that is.
Sunday I told Ronnie I was going fishing again. She said she was worried about me because I appeared so depressed and didn't want me to go. But when Johnny pulled up outside she kissed me and told me to enjoy myself.
John was full of enthusiasm when I got into his car. He had received some more information on Passmore. It appeared he was not English but and immigrant from Eastern Europe. He had jumped ship from a Polish freighter some years back. They'd given him asylum and he'd changed his name when he became naturalised. He was supposed to be an entrepreneur, but Johnny's information was that he was into the seedier side of life. Apparently the police weren't convinced he was kosher. But the only information they had pointed towards the sex industry.
Now, this was news I really could have done without. To say the least it did nothing for my depression. Which got worse over the next few days.
We got the gear from the flat and then retired to the Kings Arms. I think I got home about three, but I was in no condition to remember.
Tuesday afternoon Johnny a called and told me no one had turned up at the flat on Monday or that day. On the Friday in the pub he told me that no one had apparently been to the flat all week. One afternoon there had been a van parked by the door; so Johnny had driven down the lane and seen a guy putting some boxes in the van, but that had been about four o'clock. Johnny thought he remembered seeing the same van parked in the lane before, normally late in the day.
So it looked like it was over. For the next few weeks Ronnie went nowhere near the flat. I was terribly relieved, The suspicion that my beautiful wife had been cheating on my, was a hard cross to bear. I loved her and didn't want to loose her.
As always, Ronnie acted like the devoted wife. Some evenings out of the corner of my eye I would see her watching me. I wondered if she was wondering if I knew about her liaisons. She would stare at me for a while, then shrug her shoulders and go back to her book.
Three weeks later on the Wednesday just after Lunch. I got an excited call from Johnny. He told me that he had seen Ronnie and the Gurney woman at the flat. There had been another woman with them, then Passmore came out he went up to the other woman and kissed her then kissed Ronnie and the Gurney woman. Then Ronnie and Gurney got into they're cars and Passmore and the third woman got into his Merc. John couldn't follow them, as he had to take the car he was testing back.
I didn't like the sound of this. What were they into three or four way now? I'll be honest with you; I was going bloody mental.
The rest of Wednesday, I was so bad at work that they told me not to come in on Thursday. So I spent the day moping around at home. To be honest I did hit the source a little.
Ronnie came home from work and fussed around me for a while. Them a little after six, she dropped the bomb-shell. She said she had Woman's institute meeting that she had to go to.
Once again I knew this to be untrue. I had been keeping a beady eye on her diary, and appointment calendar. There was no meeting scheduled for that day when I looked in that morning. But there it was on the calendar. I know I hadn't missed it. Ronnie must have written it in after she came home from work.
Ronnie got dressed up as she usually did for the woman's institute. Quite conservative clothing, not what one would normally expect a woman to wear when she was going for a romantic encounter. But by this time I was positive that she wouldn't be wearing any clothes for long. After she had left I had tears in my eyes as I told the children I was taking them around to they're grand parent's because I had to go out.
Once I had dropped the kids off. I called Kevin and Johnny and asked them to meet me near the flat.
It was eight-thirty by the time we silently opened the door to the flat and crept up the stairs.
The kitchen door was open and the room was empty. The door to the other room was shut and we could here voices. We couldn't make out what they were saying, but I got the impression they were foreign.
Kevin got the camera ready and we nodded to each other to say we were all set to go. We had the plan worked out and we intended to carry it out with military precision. I would rush into the room too confront Ronnie. Kevin would be right behind me filming everything he could before they could recover from the shock of our sudden appearance. John was the muscle he would make sure Passmore or anyone else didn't get heavy on us. At Kevin's signal we went for it.
I threw the door so fast; I almost fell flat on my face. As it does on these occasions everything appeared to go into slow motion. My eyes flashed around the room and I saw Ronnie standing there with a three-foot long cane in her hand.
But no it was a pointer and she was using it to point at a flip chart hanging on the wall, that had writing scrawled all over it. Six or seven terrified looking people whom had been sat in chairs when we entered, were now diving under the table. For a moment the room was silent, then.
"Malcolm Andrews! Just what the bloody hell do you think you're playing at!" Veronica demanded.
-----------------------------------------------
Well here I am, sleeping in the spare bedroom; Veronica hardly speaks to me. God knows how long it will take her to calm down.
It turned out that, an old school friend of Veronica's, who was now Passmore's wife; had asked Ronnie and Jenny Gurney to teach some of his employees English. They were familiar to me because they had been at Ronnie's school reunion the year before.
Passmore ran a mail order sex toy business. Apparently he liked to employ people from his native country. Recently the immigration department had rounded up all his workers, as they didn't have any work permits. Cheep labour for Passmore, and his countrymen treat him as a bloody hero. Passmore had been forced to import a new crew. They couldn't speak a word of English and that's why Ronnie was there on a Thursday night trying to run a crash course for them.
Why had Veronica kept it a secret from me and told me lies? Well, that's the bloody silliest part of all. It was because of the money that Passmore was paying her. You see it has always been a dream of mine to stand on the side of the Grand Canyon in the States. Veronica had been planing to surprise me with the trip there for my birthday. She reckons that if she had told me about the extra money she was earning, I would have insisted that it be spent on the Children and herself.
Well that's exactly where it did get spent in the end. Veronica and the children are over visiting Disney World in Florida. When they get back on Saturday I am hoping that Veronica will allow me to move back into the master bedroom again.
Why didn't I go with them to Florida? Well there was £100 for the Sierra. £100 for Mo, £200 for Kevin, need I go on?
I really don't know when Ronnie will forgive me for not trusting her.
I suppose I will just have to wait and see.
The End
Sorry, second alternative tittle, Much To Do about Nothing.
-------------------------------
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Three Days Part One.
The Parties Over
My wife June, had been acting a little strange during the previous few weeks. She seemed to have become very short tempered where I was concerned. I had obviously done something that had upset her. But when I asked her she would deny anything was wrong. By the day of our twentieth wedding anniversary party, both of the children Peter (Eighteen) and Marie (Nineteen) had noticed that something wasn't right. They questioned their mother but she also told them that nothing was wrong.
(Oh, by the way don't bother trying to second guess, we did have to move the wedding up by a few months but that's all, there was no shotgun involved.)
June would sit in the kitchen most evenings with her close friend Angela in attendance. The two of them would stop talking when the children or I entered the room. I got the distinct feeling that they were talking about me; but I could not think what I was supposed to have done that would cause June to act this way towards me.
To be honest with you, I couldn't abide Angela. The woman had biggest mouth in the West, anything that she heard, was common knowledge within hours. She had been sharing an office with June when we first met at work and they had been friends ever since. I had spent nearly twenty-three years feigning friendship towards her. She had been married and divorced twice and I was sure she was jealous of June and my so far, successful partnership.
Angela had on occasions tried to make a pass at me. I hadn't dared tell June about it; as I was sure that if it came to a row June would side with Angela and blame me. That's how close they were. Where June had stopped working when she had the children. Angela was still working for the same firm as me.
On the night of our anniversary party, Junes behaviour was uncharacteristically, nothing short of scandalous. I had never seen her behave like that before. All evening she had been flirting with Roger Johnson, one of my colleagues from work. I had always known he had the hot's for June, as he had made passes at her many times over the years. June would normally brush him off quite quickly. But tonight it appeared she was trying to make me jealous. I purposely had not invited the Prat, but Angela had brought him along as her escort for the evening. Although she was spending little time with him as he appeared to be dancing with June most of the time.
I had a brief word with June about her flirting with Roger. But the rebuff I got, told me June was spoiling for a fight and I didn't dare broach the subject again. We would have to have it out after the party was over. It would have been embarrassing to have an all-out row in front of all our friends and relations, when we supposed to be celebrating twenty years of happy our happy union.
It was around ten-thirty that I suddenly realised that June, Angela and Roger didn't appear to be around. I asked my son Peter if he knew were his mother was? But as he had been dancing with his girlfriend and hadn't noticed. But he complained to me that June had been embarrassing him all evening; he offered to see if his sister knew were they're mother was.
A little later my daughter Marie came to me.
"I saw Mum and Angela go upstairs a little while ago. Good thing too, Mum was looking very drunk. What's got into her tonight? She's making a complete fool of herself, she's been chasing that creep Roger around like a schoolgirl!"
"Have you seen Roger lately?"
"No, Last I saw of him he was in the kitchen, he never saw me, and he was making the most disgusting remarks about mum. He told to some bloke, that he was going to.. Um! You know, The slut tonight! I kept my eye on him for awhile, but granddad started talking to me and I lost track of him. When I got away from granddad I couldn't find him anymore?"
To say I didn't like the look of this, was putting it mildly. I went to go up stairs but Angela suddenly appeared out of nowhere and waylaid me. She was obviously trying to stop me going upstairs to find my wife!
"What the hell is going on Angela? Where's the hell is June? Is she alright?"
Angela had a kind of smirk on her face.
"She's just fine. She'll be down shortly. She just had something she wanted to do, then she'll explain everything!"
At that moment June and Roger appeared at the top of the stairs. June was wearing a house coat and that bastard Roger had his arm around her waist. I can only say that June staggered halfway down the stairs obviously extremely drunk. She stopped and called for every ones attention. She needn't have bothered because it seems that most people had been aware of her and Rogers absence and they're reappearance. Seeing how she was dressed I'm sure they all suspected, as I did, what had been going on.
"My friends, family and my lying cheating husband." June announced, "I would like to introduce you to the new man in my life. I have tonight made the decision that I can no longer put up with my husbands cheating ways, so our marriage is over. Paul, I'm asking you to leave the house, go and live with your girl friend. Roger will take care of my needs in future."
I was totally speechless. What the bloody hell had my wife done? Why had she done it? And where did she get this preposterous notion that I had a girlfriend? For a moment it was as if no one else was there I looked into June's eyes and saw pure hate looking back at me.
"What the hell are you talking about June? I've never been with any woman but you."
She glowered at me then said.
"Oh No! Well what about Sheila Marie Carter. Do you all know that my so called loving husband has been having an affair with a woman by the name of 'Sheila Marie Carter' for at least the last three years, maybe even longer. He visits her every month when he goes to Manchester."
she stopped her tirade when my mother let out a little scream and fainted. My father and children went to mother's aid. My daughter looked over into my eyes; we both knew that the shit had really hit the fan. For a moment I was overwhelmed and just didn't know what to say, then I thought I had to try a bit of damage control, and told my father that he should take mother home. My son understanding my thinking picked his Gran up and started to carry her out of the house. But father was having none of it, he wanted to know what the hell was going on?
The name 'Sheila Marie Carter' had cut four people in the room like a knife. She was a secret that we four shared and had kept for almost ten years. Now it appeared, that secrete it was about to be made known to that one person that must never know it. I had to act quickly; but what could I do, to save a one sacred marriage I had to walk out of my house with no explanations to anyone. My daughter followed me outside, she was crying as she gave me a hug.
"Don't tell her until after granddad has gone. And see if you can get Peter and his friends to get that prick out of my house as soon as they can."
"Where are you going dad? What are you going to do?"
"There's nothing much I can do, your mother has seen to that! Our marriage is over, I am sorry but from tonight it looks like you come from a broken home. I honestly believed she loved me, but it looks like I've been fooling myself for all these years? I wonder how many other lovers she's taken in the past twenty years? You had better go back inside for the moment, as everyone thinks I'm the bad Guy here. Wait until everyone has gone before you tell your mother the truth about 'Sheila' and for gods sake make sure that Angela doesn't hear you!"
I got in my car and drove away. The woman I had loved for twenty years had betrayed me with an arsewhole Casanova, from my own firm and then told all my colleagues and friends what she had done. Not only had she destroyed our marriage, but she had made it impossible for me to remain in my job. I couldn't for the life of me work out how she had come to find out about Sheila. Sheila was the family secret my children and myself had kept June in the dark about her for ten years.
End of part one
Three Days Part Two.
When It Rains! It Pours!
June the woman I had loved for twenty years had betrayed me with an arse-hole Casanova, from my own firm and then told all my colleagues and friends what she had done. Not only had she destroyed our marriage, but also she had made it impossible for me to remain in my job. I couldn't for the life of me work out how she had come to find out about Sheila. Sheila was the family secret; my children and myself had kept June in the dark about her for ten years!
---------------------------------------------
My father had got caught up in the Korean conflict. He was a civilian working for, what I think now days, would be called an NGA. I must admit I haven't the faintest idea what he was actually doing out there. But once the conflict started he and several people working with him disappeared when the North Koreans invaded the village they were based at. The north Koreans denied any knowledge of what had happened to them and they became listed as missing. Then we received the news that they were believed t have been killed. After the conflict was over and the North Korean's finally released all the POW's they claimed to have; my father was declared to be dead.
Mother had been devastated by the news. She had two you children and was left alone in the world; things had been hard, as it was what was she going to do without a husband. But she then fell under the influence of a sly bastard, who under the pretence of consoling her in her grief had eventually wormed his way into her bed. She fell pregnant, and her so-called friend disappeared. Probably he went to find other unsuspecting widows' to pray on.
Then in 1955 the Russians, wanted to do a deal, to exchange some guy who had been caught spying in England and they suddenly produced my father and two of his colleagues who they offered to do an exchange with. It was all kept very quiet so as not to embarrass anyone the respective governments. No explanations were given on how come, three people who went missing in Korea, turned turned up years later, being held in Russian. My father was never forthcoming with what exactly had happened. I suspect there could be a novel in his exploits if he would only tell his story. But with the Cold War going on all sorts of strange things happened back then.
Mother was frantic; she had lost her loving husband once. Now when he came back he was going to find her with a new baby that he most definitely hadn't fathered. In desperation she put baby up for adoption. My sister and I were sworn to secrecy, that we had both kept as we wanted our father back home.
My mother had never got over losing the baby. My father always put her depressions and nightmares down to the fact that he had left her alone so much over the years and that she had always worried about him when he was away.
--------------------------------------------
Then ten years ago I received a call from the Salvation Army. They told me that my half-sister had been trying to trace her natural mother. The Sally-Ann had found my mother and me and asked if we wanted to make contact. Of course we did, my mother was over the moon and we had stayed in regular contact ever since. My half-sisters name as you may well have guessed by now is 'Sheila Marie Carter'!
Now my Mother, Sister and I had a problem. Father could not be told about Sheila. He was not the kind of man, who would understand or forgive my mothers dalliance.
Sheila lived in Manchester. Her adoptive parents had known my mother and christened her Marie after her. For the same reason my own daughter had been named Marie.
June has always told her best friend Angela, everything. And when I say everything. I mean everything! Christ that woman knew more about my sex life than I did. But Angela as I have said before is the biggest mouth in the west. She will repeat any piece of scandal she has heard and she wouldn't care who was listening. She had the most annoying habit at dropping embarrassing hints about things she that had been told, supposedly in confidence. My children and I made the decision not to tell June about 'Sheila' because we were convinced she would tell Angela. My parents were often at my house when Angela was around. We could just see her making her comments to upset my mother, with whom Angela had never got on well!
In my work I went to our Salford office for about three days every month and it had become my habit to spend my free time there, visiting my half-sister and her family. I had taken both of my children with me on occasions and they got on well with Sheila's children.
Sheila's husband sometimes visits London in the course of his work and I had introduced him to June as a colleague. He had even met my father on occasions, but of course dad also thought he was a work colleague. Mind you there was one occasion when Angela was at my house. She had been extremely curious as to who he was and I had taken great delight in keeping her in the dark.
---------------------------------------------
Now my mother's indiscretion had come back to haunt me. Somehow June had got to hear of my visits to Sheila's house and had jumped to all the wrong conclusions. Then for some absurd reason had decided not to challenge me; but completely humiliate me by fucking a man she new I couldn't abide at our anniversary party. Then to really top things off she had announced what she had done to the whole bloody world. She had obviously been planning the evening's events for some time. Probably since she started her strange behaviour towards me. As I drove to a local motel I became convinced that June's actions were triggered, and most likely guided by the witch Angela!
Angela worked at the same firm as me. I knew she had been to the Salford office a couple of times in the past year. The rumour was she was bedding one of the managers up there. I wondered could she have got him to spy on my movements or had he just have seen Sheila and me, when she met me for lunch.
I laid on my motel bed wondering how my life could get any worse, when it did!
My cell-phone rang. It was my sister Marie; she lives in Cornwall and had not been able to make it to the party. She told me that mother had just called her. Father had had a heart attack and was in hospital. She said mother was in a terrible condition. When my sister had asked why mother had not called me; mother had told her that I'd had enough problems for one day. She asked me what was going on, so I told her that June and I had separated, but I would explain all that to her later. Then I hurriedly left for the Hospital.
By the time I arrived at the hospital my Father had passed away, and mother had been put under sedation. The nurses said that mother kept saying that she "Had to tell Him!" and "She had killed him!" It was obvious that mother had told dad about Sheila. The shock must have been too much for his heart. Now I was really mad at June and her so called friends. They had caused my fathers death and June's revenge fuck was going to be nothing to what I was going to do.
It was gone ten on Sunday morning when my mother came out of sedation. The hospital staff decided to keep her in until she got over the shock of my father's death.
I drove home straight from the hospital and when I arrived I saw that Roger Johnson's car was parked in the drive. I got out of my car, to be met by my son. He told me that Johnson had arrived about an hour earlier. Marie and Peter had not been able to tell their mother about Sheila, as Angela had been with June all night. Peter and his friends had told Johnson to leave just after I had left the night before. Johnson had at first refused, but when Peter's Rugby buddies had insisted. He had left.
I stormed in the front door and into the lounge where June was sat with Johnson and Angela. Johnson stood up, but before he could move I head butted him in the face and he went down. I dragged him to his feet and gave him a few punches to the gut, then threw him out the house. No I'm not a gentleman when it comes to fighting. Get in first. Get them down and keep them down! That's the only safe way when it comes to a fight.
Then I went back for Angela! She and June were sitting together on the Sofa.
"Right you bitch get the fuck out of my house now and don't you ever come back!"
Angela didn't move.
"This is my house as well and my friend is staying with me!"
June's remark fell on deaf ears. I grabbed Angela by the hair and dragged her screaming out of the house and virtually threw her at Johnson; who was sat on the ground, looking somewhat dazed. When I got back inside June was cowering in the corner. My daughter said,
"Please don't hurt her dad, she wasn't to know about Sheila!"
"Well you had better tell her then, hadn't you! With luck the news will have the same effect on her as has had on your grandfather, and bloody kill her! Did you here that June? Your little antics last night have lead to the death of my father. Now pack your fucking bags and get your slut arse out of my fucking house before I get back from the undertakers or I wont be held responsible for my actions!"
My children of course wanted to know what had happened to their grandfather and I told them that Gran had told him about Sheila, and he had a heart attack and died. They could explain it to their mother.
When I left the house again. Johnson was sitting in his car with Angela nursing his nose. As he saw me come out he drove away very quickly.
The trip to Paterson's the undertaker was not strictly necessary. But I was frightened that I would not be able to control my temper around June. Old man Paterson had been a drinking pal of my dads for years and he told me I could leave everything to him.
When I returned home again I found a Police car parked out front. "Oh well!" I thought, "I'm probably going to get nicked for duffing-up Johnson." But I wasn't particularly worried as my life was in shreds now, anyway.
I found two constables in the lounge with my children. They told me that Johnson and Angela had both made complaints about me. But from what my children and wife had told them, these police officers were satisfied that I had only used the force that was necessary to remove them from the house. Peter had told them that he was forced to get his friends to remove Johnson from the house the previous evening. The officers left saying they would put in a report; but they doubted it would come to anything, and unless Johnson or Angela tried to take private action they didn't think I would hear anything more. They did tell me that Johnson's nose was broken; but I pointed out to them that he was somewhat bigger then me.
I collapsed onto the Sofa and asked Marie and Peter when their mother had left. Marie looked me in the eye, and I could see that she was worried.
"Mum hasn't left, she's upstairs in your room. She hasn't stopped crying since I told her about Sheila. She went up there and we thought she was going to pack, but she is just lying on the bed, crying. When the police came she came down and told them that Johnson and Angela had told her all kinds of lies about you, and when you came home; you had asked them to leave. They had refused, she thought because they didn't want her to know that what they had said to her were lies. You'd had no choice but to physically throw them out. Then she started crying again, and ran back upstairs. She's still up there, are you going to talk to her!"



"Talk to her! What the hell about? There is nothing left to talk about! You were here last night when she stood on the stairs and told the whole bloody world she had shagged Johnson in my bed, on our wedding anniversary. No! There's nothing left to talk about. For twenty years I worshiped the ground she walked on. We've had our ups and downs; but I've always loved her and respected her, and the vows we made all that time ago. But at the drop of a hat she jumps into bed with a prick like Roger Johnson. No your mother has been taking me for a fool for too long. The way she has been behaving lately and the arrogance she showed last night makes me wonder weather she stopped loving me years ago. That's if she ever did love me? God knows how many men she has fucked when she has been out with that Slag Angela. Fuck me, if I haven't had to put up with that bitch all these years as well; maybe that's the only good thing that comes out of this; I'll never have to see that cow's face again!"
"Do you mean that. Do you really hate Angela!"
June's voice came from the doorway. I don't know why I answered her; maybe it was to show her that I had loved her so much that I had put up with that bitch Angela for all these years.
"Of course I hate her. I never speak to her at work if I can help it, and I only talk civil to her here because she was your friend. The woman is a witch and always has been. We couldn't tell you about Sheila, because you would have told her and that would have been perfect ammunition for the witch to upset my mother with."
June walked into the room. I stood up, and she flinched as if she thought I was going to attack her.
"I had thought you would have had the decency to have been gone before I got back; but as you haven't, I will leave the house again until you have gone. Peter call me on my mobile when you're mother has left the house."
"No! Please don't go? Please let me explain?"
"What the fucking hell can you explain? How you shagged that Prick in my bed and then told the whole fucking world about it? In doing that you made my mother feel so guilty; she told my father about Sheila. The shock of that, caused my father to have a heart attack and now he's dead and my mother is so distressed that they have had to keep her in hospital. And just to top things off nicely, you have made it impossible for me to remain in my job, as some of my colleagues were here last night. Now tell me June, just what the hell are you going to explain?"
June was sat on the floor now, crying her head in her hands.
"Look, you can't even look me in the face. You've destroyed me. Christ! If it wasn't for the kids I would have killed myself last night!"
June looked up at me.
"Oh God! What have I done? They told me. I I I thought that you were -- -- --."
My mobile rang and I turned and walked away from June to answer it. The day got even darker! It was the hospital telling me my mother had just had a stroke.
I told Peter to call my sister, as I ran out to my car. As I got in it, Marie got in the passenger seat.
End of part two.
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This is a re-posted and edited version of the original story; but there are no significant changes. I asked LadyCibelle to read it through and remove the all too many mistakes and typos I generally make. Hopefully it will make it easier to read.
*
It's funny how your mind works when you see something or someone familiar. I had just come out of a shop on the High street, when something caught my eye. I looked, and then I had to look again. No that's impossible. No my eyes had got to be playing tricks on me.
Standing there across the street, was Rebecca. But no, it couldn't be! This was a young woman who looked just like Becky had looked, twenty-odd years ago. My mind raced back to my first meeting with Becky at a party when we were both seventeen. God it was uncanny this young lady was the image of her.
Suddenly, I realised I was staring at the girl; I think around the same time she became aware of me and it appeared my attentions were making her feel somewhat uncomfortable. She turned away and pretended to look into a shop window. I could see that she was keeping a wary eye on me in the window's reflection. I couldn't take my eyes off of her; her whole stance everything about the way she carried herself was my Rebecca.
Then at last, I came to my senses and turned away. There was no way this child could be Becky; it was just a trick of the mind. I walked down the road glancing back on occasions. Yes, she was still there and every time I looked, I saw Becky.
I felt very uncomfortable myself and somewhat melancholy. By the time I came upon the 'Stag Inn', a pint was definitely called for. I went in, got myself a pint, and then I chose a quiet corner table where I hoped I wouldn't be disturbed. Then my mind drifted back to happier times.
I had first met Rebecca at a party when I was seventeen. She caught my eye the moment she came into the place. She wasn't a raving beauty or anything like that, but there was something about her, that attracted me to her from the moment I saw her.
She had come in with one of the usual studs, well that's what he thought he was. He had mummy's car outside and thought he was God's gift. You remember the sort, always bragging about whom they had scored with. Personally I've always thought that guys who have to keep talking about how successful they'd been getting into girl's knickers, must have an inferiority complex or something and the odds were they hadn't scored as much as they would have liked to.
Me, I have always preferred to keep my own council; well there's no point in getting you the wrong kind of reputation. If the girls hear the guys discussing just whom you had laid, they knew it wasn't going to do their reputation too much good to go out with you.
It was the girls you needed to get talking about you, and if you were lucky they would say how nice and trustworthy you were. Then if you played your cards right, you got yourself a nice healthy score count; up to that point in my life, that had been my philosophy and it was working fine.
Something about Becky's body language was telling me she wasn't over enamoured with her escort. When they were dancing to the slow numbers she appeared to be trying to hold him away from herself. Well to be honest, he was trying to grind his crotch into her and she was getting into all kinds of contortions to keep him from achieving his goal.
OK, maybe little things do please little minds. But I did found it all highly amusing, so much so in fact, that I was not on the prowl myself; if you know what I mean. Well, maybe I had decided that I was going try and steal Becky from this guy; but I don't think that was a conscious thought at the time. But the Prick was putting it away a bit, stupid if you're intending to drive later. She didn't look stupid, so I was in with a chance.
Anyway around eleven or there-abouts Becky's date went to the little boy's room. On instinct I went for it and before he returned Becky and me were tripping the light fantastic.
He tried to butt in, but I was having none of it, and I did have a little bit of a reputation back then, that I wasn't the kind of guy you picked a fight with. Not quite sure how I got that, could be that had I never got into a fight; I wasn't sure I was going to win and I always had the boys around as well to back me up. Her date withdrew and mingled with some of his friends, whilst he looked daggers at me.
Becky explained that she was on a blind date along with her friend. She said, if she had known just whom her date was going to be she wouldn't have come. She was worried about the journey home as the guy bad been putting it away a bit and he did have a reputation for not behaving himself.
That was just what I was hoping to hear.
"OK Rebecca, if you're really that worried, we've got the van outside if you want a lift, and we'll be leaving about one. It'll be a bit crowded, but I can promise you'll get home in one piece and with your virtue intact. Alan our driver doesn't drink, he's allergic to alcohol or something, one pint and the bugger's out for the count."
"Thanks, that's kind of you and I'll probably take you up on that. But I had better go back to him for the time being; I think he's getting a bit antsy" she replied
Pleased with myself, I did a quick tour of my close friends to let them know what I was up to, and ensure they were all happy with a one o'clock split. Alan, as usual, was buried under Angela, the second love of his life; the first being his old Thames Trader van. I just said "One o'clock all right" and an arm appeared from under Angela's skirt and gave me the thumbs up sign. God forbid they ever break they're snog to actually speak to me.
One o'clock and we're all in the van; Alan in the driving seat with Angela, kind of half-sat on the engine cover and half draped over Alan. How the hell he ever drove that thing with her draped all over him I was never able to understand. But he never came near having a prang whenever I was with then.
The hoards were in the back, jammed in as best they could and I was sitting on the passenger seat. Becky came tripping out of the party with a big smile on her face and jumped into the van and sat on my lap. Now to be honest, she wasn't as careful as I would have liked when she jumped in and I did talk a couple of octaves higher for a few minutes.
"What did he say when you told him you were getting a lift home with us?" I asked.
"I didn't tell him, he thinks I'm in the loo. I wonder how long it will take him to realise I'm not coming back?"
We all laughed as Alan pulled away. It was a long and convoluted journey, to take everyone home. Each of the guy's girls had to be dropped off and of course there was the necessary snogging session and arrangements for their next date to be made. Then the guy would have to be taken home. So it was gone three when we finally arrived at Rebecca's house. She was worried, as there were lights on, so she figured her parents were still up waiting for her and they weren't going to be happy.
Now I've always found that if you are prepared to take the bull by the horns, you can achieve miracles, sometimes! So asking the two A's if they would wait for me, I took hold of Becky's hand and marched up to the front door. The door swung open before we got there and the mountain that was apparently Becky's father was standing there to greet us. I quickly switched from 'Randy little bugger' into 'Young gentleman' mode.
"Good evening sir, I must apologise for bringing Rebecca home at this ridiculously late hour. But the boy she went out with this evening, had far too much to drink. I thought it would be safer, that she rode home with us, as my friend who's driving doesn't drink. I'm sorry but we did have quite a lot of people to drop off on the way. Had I realised you were waiting up, I would have asked Rebecca to call you. You have my deepest apologies, goodnight Sir."
I think I had taken him completely by surprise; Becky told me later that her other boyfriends that had brought her home late, had usually tended to leg it when they saw the size of her father. He just said thank you and goodnight in reply to me, and then I said Goodnight to Becky, turned and walked away. Course there was the slight problem that I hadn't got Becky's phone number, but that was easy to rectify; it was that first impression with daddy, which counted.
The following afternoon I was knocking at her door with two bouquets of flowers, one for Becky and the other for her mother, who I had seen lurking in the background the night before. Becky's mother opened the door; I presented her with her bouquet and apologised to her for bringing Becky home so late the night before. There are times when you have to crawl. Then I asked if I could speak to Rebecca.
Becky and I finished up going for a walk in the local park and later that evening we went bowling together. That was the start of a great romance and we rapidly became an inseparable couple.
It was three months before we slept together. My family were away for the weekend and we spent a memorable Saturday in my bedroom. None of your Wham Bam malarkey! We made love to one another, after that we got into the habit of having sex two or three times a week. I was crazy about my Becky, but for some reason it did take us three years before we decided to get engaged. I don't think either of us were in a hurry to get married; we were just having a good time.
The trouble with sitting in a bar on your own, remembering the good old times, is that its leads you on into remembering the bad time's as well.
The Christmas after Becky and I got engaged things began to go wrong between us. I suppose it was my fault really; we were at a Christmas party and there was at lot of kissing under the mistletoe going on. Some guy was kissing Becky; I got it into my head that this was the third or forth time he'd kissed her and it appeared to me they both were making too much of a meal of it. That led on to me telling Becky, I thought it was enough. We'd both been drinking a bit and she told me, not to be so silly and jealous. Well that was to lead into out first real fight.
It all blew over after a couple of days, but looking back at it now that was the beginning of the end for us. After that we seemed to have arguments every couple of weeks or so. Always about stupid things, I think we were both becoming too possessive and jealous; we would fly off the handle for no apparent reason. We were definitely in love, had we been actually married, I'm sure a lot of the arguments would never have happened.
With hindsight I realise that we had been together for so long, and not having made that final commitment had left us both feeling a little insecure.
Then we had the big one. For the life of me I can't remember what it was about; but it finished up with Rebecca throwing her engagement ring at me and storming off. As it worked out, we were never to see each other again.
For the first week or so, I moped about my house waiting for her to call and apologise. I know from what our friends were to tell me later, that Becky was doing exactly the same thing. But then the hand of fate stepped in and dealt us a deathblow.
My older brother and his wife, who had emigrated to Australia some years before, were involved in a serious road accident. My sister and I immediately flew out there to look after the children and their business.
It was only later that I was to realise, I should have sorted things out with Becky before I went, but hindsight can be wonderful thing; you can always see your mistakes when you look back on them. A letter or two to Rebecca could have made all the difference to our lives.
It was eight months before I returned to England. I quickly learnt through the grapevine, that Becky had got herself pregnant by some guy; they had married and moved up north.
Her friends told me that she had been really upset when she heard I had gone down under; they all, including Becky, had thought I had emigrated out there for good and had no idea I was intending to return. I never could figure that one out as all my friends knew why I had gone out to Australia. Maybe someone had their eyes on Becky and spread a rumour around.
Becky must have assumed I had deserted her and she had started going out with lots of other of guys. Her best friend Julia told me she had been looking for someone to replace me, and had turned into somewhat of a slapper in the process. She apparently developed the reputation of allowing anyone into her pants. But that didn't sound like the Becky I knew, but then again she did finish up pregnant.
After I found that Becky was gone, I didn't really go out on dates very much; I seemed to have lost interest in chasing the girls. I spent a lot of my spare time down the snooker club or on the Bowling Green. No it's not an old man's game. I'll give you most of the players are getting on in years, but it is a very skilful and enjoyable pastime; although I do think I'm much better on the baize with a cue in one hand and a pint in the other. A couple of pints and a snooker table, now that's heaven!
When I was twenty-five I met a girl called Sheila at work; with whom I became quite friendly. She was a year older than me and had been married and divorced once already. Looking back on it now, I suppose I should have been a little more sceptical when she started to come on strong to me. But a year later we were married, I don't think I ever really loved her, like I loved Becky. I was extremely fond of her, we had two lovely children in quick succession and by the time I was thirty-two I was a happily married father, with a nice little semi.
My two daughters we named Anna Otterley Garner and Carol Otterley Garner. Why the Otterley? Well I just happened to like the name. I had always wanted to have a daughter named Otterley, but Sheila wasn't too keen on the idea. But then again I did the registering of the births bit, so I quietly slipped the name in for both of them. It's funny that Sheila wasn't keen on the name Otterley, as Rebecca had always turned her nose up at it as well. Maybe that was one of the silly things we argued about in those final few months.
For a few years, things rolled along quite nicely. Becky faded into my dream world; I would sometimes have the most vivid dreams that it was Becky who I was married to instead of Sheila. We would be walking in that park we went on that first afternoon. Or she would be pushing Anna on the swings whilst I pushed Carol.
Then that fickle hand of fate visited me once again. A good mate told me that Sheila was playing around. You'll never believe it, it turned out she was having an affair with her first husband. Her ex, who is now her husband again, generally stays well out of my way, as I did put him in hospital for a little rest.
It all happened very quickly from my friend tipping me the wink; to me being a single man again, took just over six months.
After the divorce Sheila asked for a meeting and the pair of them came to my solicitors office to see me. They both apologised to me for what had happened and told me that they wouldn't be claiming any maintenance for the children. But said that they would put any money I gave Sheila into the children's trust accounts. Oh' and they dropped the assault charge as well.
They told me they wanted me to be part of the children's lives and promised me that I would have access whenever I wanted to see them, or when the children wanted to see me. That sometimes has proved not to be the blessing that it sounds. When Carol had a nightmare one night, I found myself being summoned to her bedside at three in the morning.
Yes, if you're wondering, it turned out the children were mine; I had that checked. But I don't think it would've made any difference to me; I loved the little tykes. I was taking them out every weekend and I'm pleased to be able to say that for a long while Sheila and I were quite friendly and civil to each other when we met.
It turned out Sheila's ex was infertile, and that's why she had divorced him in the first place. Sheila was obviously more in love with him, than she ever was with me. Once she had the girls I was superfluous and she turned back to him. You know, Sheila once actually had the gall to ask me to get her pregnant again, as she would like to have more children. Well it take's all sorts!
I've got myself a little flat. Nothing fancy, but it suited me well enough and it was somewhere for the kids to visit me.
For the next year or so things settled into a relaxed routine. I had the children on the weekends Sheila and shitface had them during the week. The girls never did say that anything was wrong, but I noticed towards the end that Sheila wasn't coming to the door anymore when I picked the children up. I would pull up outside the house and the girls would come running out, carrying their weekend bags.
I became aware that they always appeared to be wearing clothes that I bought them on our weekend shopping trips. I just assumed that they wore them to please me.
Then one Wednesday I came home from work to be greeted by the dreaded social worker and a policeman. As I walked up the stairs to the flat, I saw that there were two suitcases outside my door.
"Are you Mr Garner sir," the officer asked.
"Yes." I replied, I never like it when a copper calls you sir! I know I'm not going to like what he has to say next. It was a stupid question for him to ask anyway, I had heard the social worker tell him who I was as I came up the stairs.
"I'm sorry to have to tell you sir, that your ex-wife Mrs Sheila Sabey has passed away. It is a suspicious death, but it appears your ex-wife may have inadvertently taken an overdose of anti-depressants. There will have to be an inquest and we would appreciate it if you could call in the station and make a statement for us."
"I don't think I can help you officer, I haven't seen my ex-wife for months."
"I understand that sir, but the coroner will require a statement from you to that effect. So if you wouldn't mind; anytime within the next few days will do. Good evening sir."
With that he walked off down the stairs. I looked at the social worker, who was patiently waiting her turn at me.
"Anna and Carol have asked that I bring them here to you. Sheila's husband has. Er Um. Look I'm not supposed to tell you this, but he's become an alcoholic in the last few years. Sheila's been in a real mess for a year or so now. The girls have been running the house; I can't leave them with your ex-wife's husband and if you can't take them, I'm going to have to take them into care."
"I don't like to say this, but you and that policeman have just made me the happiest man in the world. Of course I'll take them, they're all I've got. But where are they and how have they taken their mother's death?"
"They're in with your neighbours' children, at the moment. They appeared to be old friends and it got them out the way while we have a little chat."
"They appear to be taking they're mothers death very well. It was Carol who found her this afternoon when she came home from school. The two girls called the police and me. They are two very bright young girls you've got there. I'm sure they know what their mother has done; but I think it best we don't discuss that with them. I'll arrange for a trained councillor to see them as soon as I can."
I gathered from her remarks that it was assumed that Sheila's death might not have been an accident and she could well have had taken her own life.
The girls soon settled in. I could see no ill effects on them concerning their mother's death. They had obviously been running the house for sometime and soon took over my place completely. If nothing else Sheila had taught them how to cook well. I soon had to go on a strict diet and started having to go to the gym.



-----------------------
A shadow suddenly fell over my table and as I looked up a voice said.
"Hi John, how do you fancy buying an old friend and her daughter a drink? You always used to say, ladies shouldn't be in a bar unescorted."
I looked up to see Rebecca standing there, with the young lady I had seen earlier standing along side her. They looked like two sisters; the young woman was obviously her daughter. I felt a twinge in my chest and it was all I could do to call out to the barman.
"George! Can I have two Vodka and Orange's over here please? And you'd better bring me a large Rum, I've just had a little bit of shock."
Vodka and Orange had always been Becky's favourite drink. It was an old joke for me to order without asking her what she wanted. The game always had been that she would object that I hadn't asked her what she wanted and then when I did. Becky would ask for an Orange with Vodka Please. Today she didn't object, but I detected a hint of twinkle in her eyes that told me she remembered. Her daughter had a strange reaction as well; it was as if she had expected what drinks I was going to order.
The two girls sat down opposite me.
"John I'd like you to meet Otterley; she told me that some strange guy had been staring at her. From her description I knew it had to be you. How are you keeping?"
Otterley, Becky had called her daughter Otterley. All the times she told me that no child of hers was going to be lumbered with the name Otterley and that's what she finished up calling her daughter.
The barman brought us our drinks as I started telling Becky and her daughter the story of my life since I'd last seen Rebecca, much as I have told you.
Then it was Becky's turn. She told me that when she'd heard I'd gone to Aus. she'd been heartbroken; her friends told her to forget me and get on with her life. She had a few boyfriends, and then she'd fallen pregnant by this student guy from Birmingham. They got married and she moved back to Birmingham with him when he graduated.
When Becky's friends had told her I was back from Australia and asking after her; she said she was even more upset than she had been when she thought I had emigrated. She realised she'd burnt her bridges. Then a few years later someone had told her I was married and had a couple of children.
Her marriage had turned out to be a disaster. The only two good things came out of it, were Otterley and her Job. She had got in on the ground floor with some firm that was just starting up; as the company had grown she had gone up with it. Now she ran the accounts department with twenty people working under her and had an impressive salary. Her husband hadn't fared so well in the job stakes and as Becky's salary went up he had gotten jealous of her. Even with his years in Uni. he couldn't match Becky's earnings and he apparently couldn't stomach, to not be the main wage earner.
There was a downside to the job for Becky though, when her marriage broke up she had to stay in Brom, as she would never match her salary anywhere else. That meant she couldn't move back to be near her family.
Becky and I talked for hours about our time together and I noted that Otterley wasn't just sitting listening. She was part of the conversation; she would ask about how I remembered certain incidents; it appeared to me that Rebecca had told her the intermittent details of our time together.
Eventually we got round to that last argument. Neither one of us could recall what it had been about, and Becky almost broke into tears when she related how she had taken off my engagement ring and thrown it at me.
I slowly reached up to my neck and pulled out the chain that I always wear around it. Rebecca's eyes got wide as she spotted the ring hanging on the chain. Then she burst out crying, jumped up and ran out of the Pub. Otterley sat quietly and watched her go, then turned back at me.
"Grandfather is very ill and we're staying at gran's house whilst he's in hospital. You know were to find us if you want. John, you know mother has always loved you and has missed you something awful. She has often told me how much she regrets making the biggest mistake of her life, that day when she threw your ring at you. I have missed you too and I have never met you before today, but mother has told me so much about you over the years; in a way I've felt I've always known you. I somehow knew who you were when I saw you looking at me."
Then she thanked me for the drinks and left to join her mother. I followed Otterley to the door and watched her get into the driving seat of a Discovery in the car park. Becky was in the passenger seat her head bent forward. I could see she was crying.
--------------------------------------
So the next morning I found myself standing outside that door again. This time I was struggling to carry three bouquets. The Disco wasn't in the drive so I was hoping someone was in. Rebecca's mother opened the door and I held out her bouquet to her. She pushed it aside and threw her arms around me, and started crying.
"Oh John!" She said, "You will never know how pleased I am to see you. Otterley has told me all about yesterday. She will be so happy; she said she hoped you'd be here today."
"Otterley, I was kind of hoping, it would be Becky that wanted me to come!"
"Oh, she does alright, but for a few years now, when your name is mentioned she starts crying and you can't get any sense out of her at all. It's really come back to her what a silly thing she did when she threw your ring at you; she's been crying most of the night. Otterley took her to see father this morning to take her mind off you. But I'll bet the silly old bugger asks her if she's tracked you down yet. He's been keeping tabs on you over the years and told her you were divorced, you know."
"Well Becky's not the only one that's had a sleepless night!"
"That's good! Oh that wasn't very nice of me was it? But we always knew you two were made for one another. It's good you've found each other again before its too late."
"Come on Mary, please don't go jumping the gun. A lot of water has gone under the bridge since Rebecca and I were engaged. People change you know."
"Some do, but the only change in you, is the fact you've brought three bunches of flowers this time. I know you still love Rebecca. Otterley told me that she could see it in your face when you were looking at her mother yesterday. She's a very perceptive young lady and she said you were on the edge of tears all afternoon; she is hoping today you might take that ring off its chain and put it back where it belongs."
We were disturbed by the arrival of the Disco in the drive. I had parked along the road so they wouldn't know I was there.
I placed the other two bouquets on the coffee table, telling Mary which one was for Becky and asked her not to let on I was still in the house; then I went and hid in the dinning room.
Rebecca and Otterley came in and Becky gave Mary the good news that her husband was feeling much better. Then she went quiet for a few moments, as she noticed the flowers that Mary still had in her hand, before asking Mary where they had come from?
"Oh, there are some for both of you over there, as well." Mary replied. "I had a gentleman caller this morning. He came to ask how your father was."
Through the crack at the edge of the door I saw Rebecca go over to the flowers. But she reached down to the wrong bouquet.
"No! The other one is yours; apparently there is a difference."
Becky picked up the flowers and had a good look at them. Having located the card, she pulled the little envelope out and began to open it. Then she stopped and began to cry as she had felt that the envelope contained something else besides the card.
The game was up and I came out of my hiding place. Becky looked at me.
"Well go on girl, you took the bloody thing off. It's your choice, if you want to put it back on again. Or do you want me to do it?"
She passed me the envelope.
"AH, but before I do that, there's a couple of things you've got to take into account first."
I pushed the button on my cell phone to send the message. Shortly we heard a car door slam in the distance. Mary went over and opened the front door again and two little blond tornado's burst into the house and ran over to me; throwing their arms around my waist.
"I'm afraid we come as a package nowadays."
Becky smiled down at them.
"You must be Anna and that means you have to be Carol." She said. "I think your father is asking me to become you're step-mother; would you like that?"
"I'm Otty and she's Tilly." Anna corrected her. That's what daddy calls us and we hope you will do the same. Daddy loves you, he has told us all about you before. He said you should have been our mummy in the first place."
Becky held out her finger and surprisingly, the ring slipped right on. I had been worried that it would have to be resized after all these years.
"Well Otty and Tilly it looks like you've got yourselves a new big sister. This is my daughter Otterley. You know, I think these names are going to cause some confusion."
----------------------------------------
Right, here I am, waiting at the registry office. Rebecca is late, but that's always a bride's prerogative hasn't it. We've had to wait a few months until her father has got well enough to do the honours. Alan and Angela have just come in with their hoard. Christ, seven of them and they're all girls; Alan has my sympathies. But he has told me Rebecca is outside and is going to make me wait, just a few minutes more.
Becky's quit her job in Brom and we've moved into a nice detached house, not far from her parent's place.
Otty and Tilly (that wasn't my idea honestly, but they insist) have taken to Becky and Otterley like ducks to water, and from the moment that ring went back on Rebecca's finger, Otterley has taken to calling me dad. When the three girls get together, there's hell to pay, you would never believe that they aren't really sisters.
Otterley has just started at the LSE. God, I'll bet she's going to be a right pain in the arse, that crowd always are.
I don't know what the future has in store for me, but at least now I'm with the woman I love. I really do feel like I'm twenty-one again, but of course I'm not and I've got three lovely daughters to prove it. I wonder if Beck's fancies trying for a boy before its too late.
Funny, how time slips away.
Life goes on.
Thank you for taking the time to read this tale. Your votes and comments are always appreciated.
The Wanderer
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We arrived at the hospital to find that my mothers stroke had been quite serious, but they didn't think it was life threatening. The doctor's told me that she would have to be under medical care for some considerable time. But the long-term prognosis was reasonably good; if mother could only get over the guilt she was feeling over my father's death.
Just after four in the afternoon Sheila and her family arrived from Manchester, quickly followed by my sister Marie turning up with her husband from Cornwall. I didn't mention my problems with June to any of them. They were there for my mother, not to get involved in my problems.
By the late evening it was becoming clear that mother was feeling a little better. having all of her children together seemed to cheer her up. No one had discussed it but it became apparent to me that they were all planning on camping out at my house. Marie and Peter had apparently informed Sheila about Saturday nights fiasco over the phone. She had already left for London hoping she could help sort out the mess that June had made when she heard about mum and dad.
Later in the day they all drifted off to my house taking my daughter Marie with them. I stayed at mother's bedside, until well after she had fallen asleep for the night. I had no stomach to go home and it was past midnight when I arrived there; I found all the adults plus Peter and Marie sitting in the lounge waiting for me. As I walked in I noticed a very sheepish looking June almost hiding in the corner.
"I thought I had made it clear, that you were to leave this house!"
Sheila jumped up and said
"Paul! You have to talk to June I know she did a silly -- -- --."
But I'm afraid I wasn't listening, I had already turned and walked out of the room. Sheila followed me.
"Where are you going we need to sort this out?"
"Its sorted Sheila, June sorted everything; my whole life, last night. All I need now is for her to get the hell out of what is left of my life. Then maybe I can start thinking about my tomorrows!"
"You can't throw twenty years away like that?"
"Jesus Sheila! Where the hell did you get the idea that it's me who's throwing twenty years away? Talk to that. THAT! Talk to June! She's the one that started all of this. NOT ME!"
I got in my car to drive back to the motel where I had spent the previous night. As I went up the road, I could see a little group of my family collecting outside my house to watch me go, in the rear view mirror
As I arrived in my room my mobile started ringing again. I didn't even look to see who was calling; I just switched the bloody thing off again. Then I broke the seal on the mini-bar!
----------------------------------------------
I awoke just before lunchtime on the Monday and rang the hospital; they told me mother was as good as can be expected and that most of my family was there.
Now I had to start getting some things sorted out. First I had better go to my firm and hand in my notice. I wasn't looking forward to facing everyone but it had to be done. I had a shower then drove to the office. I felt very self-conscious and thought everyone was looking at me as I walked in. It was the second most embarrassing moment of my life; the first being Saturday night.
When I got to my office my secretary Gail rushed up to me and gave me a hug. Then she informed me that the Big Cheese had told her to ask me to go to his office the moment I arrived. 'Fuck the pompous old bugger was going to fire me.' I thought, 'No he fucking isn't; I had come in to resign and resign was what I was bleeding well going to do.' I went into my office and typed out a letter of resignation, then e-mailed it to him; that way I had got in first. Then I went up to his office.
"Come in Paul! I say you appear to have got hold of the wrong end of the stick here, what is this dammed e-mail about resigning for?"
This was a surprise, he was sounding quite consolatory. Normally he's a pompous old bugger.
"Well sir, I can't very well work in the same office as my wife's lover can I. Besides the embarrassment, I could well loose my rag and wallop the Prick!"
"If you're talking about Roger Johnson; you be pleased to hear he doesn't work here anymore. I had him in here first thing this morning. Everyone knows the rules here; no fraternisation between the staff. Alright, we don't adhere to the rules very closely except, were married staff are concerned and we do include all the staff members wives in that. Roger Johnson has been in breach of his contract and was dismissed at nine-fifteen this morning. You can no doubt guess that I have had some reports about what happened on Saturday evening from other members of the staff. I must congratulate you on your self-control. If I'd been in your position, I think I would have murdered the blighter and my wife on the spot. But I am told you walked away defusing a very nasty situation. Now I must ask you again are you sure you want to resign; I really don't want to loose you. If you don't feel you can work here; I can get you transferred to one of the other offices. We need people who can make the right decisions when they are under pressure!"
"Well I think it would prove too embarrassing to work here now. What with all the staff knowing that my wife had sex with one of my colleagues; even if he has left!"
"Oh! You don't know then? Has she not told you? But then, maybe you wouldn't have believed her if she did tell you? What with her little show and all."
"Sorry Sir you seem to have lost me somewhere?"
"Well Paul. When our Mr Johnson was snivelling about losing his job this morning, he told me in front of witnesses, that he did not have any sexual relations with your wife on Saturday evening. That apparently had been they're plan; but he claims your wife chickened out. At first I assumed it was just a story he was telling to keep his job. But later Tony Mackie came to see me. He apparently has been trying to locate you all day yesterday; but it would appear you have not been answering your mobile. You know those things cost me a packet, you really should keep it turned on. Anyway, I'll let Tony tell you what he told me. He should be in your office waiting for you by now. Look I'll tell you what. Have the week off, go home and talk things over with your wife. If you wish to leave after that, you have my blessing!"
"Thank you sir, some time to stop and think would be handy. What with the funeral and things."
"What funeral, whose died?"
"My father had a heart attack yesterday!"
"Oh my God Paul! I'm so Sorry. Christ you have had a weekend of it. Forget the week, take a bloody fortnight. And that's not from your holiday allowance. Please accept my condolences on your loss. How's your mother taking it?"
"Not good I'm afraid, she had a stroke shortly after father died. The stress of it all I suppose."
"God Man. Get the bloody hell out of here; this is the last place you need to be today. God with the load you've been under, and I'm surprised you haven't had a dammed breakdown yourself. Now Go! Go get yourself sorted out. If you need more than two weeks? Just call me. Oh, and if you feel you need any legal advice? Call the firms Solicitors; there will be no charge. I pay those buggers a big enough retainer, let them earn they're bloody money for once."
On returning to my office I found a small delegation of my colleagues waiting by Gail's desk. Mack followed me into my office and closed the door.
"Fuck me Paul, where the hell have you been? I've been chasing about like blue asre'd fly looking for you since Saturday night."
"I've been busy Mack. My father died yesterday, now mothers had a stroke!"
"Oh Shit!" Mack opened the door.
"Gail. Nip down to my office and get the bottle of Scotch out my desk, will you? Bottom draw on the left. I think Paul needs a kick in that coffee you're making."
He sat down again, and looked at me for a few moments then said,
"Shit, where am I going to start now? OK, lets get Saturday over with. I know what June said on Saturday. But I can assure you she never shagged Johnson that night and to be honest, I don't believe she has ever shagged him!
"You Heard her! She told everyone --.--.--!
"I don't give a Toss what she said she did. I know she never shagged him on Saturday night and it wasn't for the want of Johnson's trying either. June chickened out. She loves you too much, to fuck any other guy. Believe me, I know!"
"So how can you know what June did or didn't do?"
"Well to be honest. I don't know, but the wife does and you can believe her. She can't stand Roger. Look my Mary had a little too much to drink at last years award diner; if you remember I was tied up with that bloody German crowd that were there and I had to leave Mary behind whilst I took them back to they're hotel. While I was gone Roger tried to take advantage of Mary."
"You remember that big shiner he had? The one he told everyone some angry husband gave it to him. Well that angry husband turns out to have been my Mary. She only told me about it, after you had gone on Saturday."
"Anyway Saturday, Mary knew there had been something amiss all evening; so she was watching Roger and June like a hawk. When June went upstairs Mary ostensibly went up to the loo. But she really went up to keep an eye on June. We had all noticed that you and June were, shall we say, not on the best of terms. So Mary figured that with June and Roger dancing together all night, something might be cooking. Especially as June had been overdoing the source at bit. Mary thought June could well do something she would have cause to regret later."
Anyway Mary watched Roger go into your bedroom, then Angela come out and go down stairs. Mary presumed to keep you out of the way. Mary went to the bedroom door and listened; luckily they hadn't closed it properly. She intended to disturb them if things got out of hand. She heard Roger saying that June had to shag him, as that was the plan. But June kept saying she couldn't do it as she loved you and although she was angry with you for shagging this girl in Manchester. She said that shagging Roger wasn't going to put that right."
"Mary pushed the door open a little to see if she could see what was going on. But just then she heard you shouting at Angela. June and Roger heard you as well and the next thing Mary new was June and Roger rushed past her to go down the stairs. Apparently when June saw you and started her bloody stupid speech. You know what happened after that. But Mary swears that June and Roger never had sex. You know June still had her bra, tights and panties on under that housecoat. Don't you?"
"Then why the stupid speech? What was the point of it?"
"Fucked if I know Paul? Who the hell can understand why women do half the things they do? Come to that, why didn't Mary tell me that Johnson had tried it on with her and she had decked him? Women, you can't understand them but we sure can't live without them!"
"Well I'm certainly going to live without June, from now on. She's killed my old man even if she didn't mean too. Fuck me, if my heart hadn't been strong she could have wound up killing me Saturday night as well."
"Now calm down a minute Paul, this wasn't all June's doing. Dave Cartlidge has got some very interesting stuff outside for you. I think you'll be surprised when you read it. It puts the blame for Saturday's little fiasco in a completely different court. I would say there has been some very spiteful plotting going on, and your June was the fall guy. We just can't figure out what the bloody motive was!"
He got up and opened the door again
"Dave lets show Paul what you've got and Gail, where's that bloody coffee? I could do with a belt myself."
Dave Cartlidge came in with Gail following carrying the coffees and a bottle of Scotch.
"Gail, it might be a good idea if you heard this; you don't mind do you Paul? I think a woman's perspective might give us some idea as to the motive behind all this."
I'll admit I had no idea what Mack was talking about. But it appeared he had some theory as to what had caused June to create the scene she had the other night. So I let him carry on, we all sat down and started drinking our laced coffees the Dave cleared his throat and started.
"Well, you know that I'm supposed to be chef of security around here. Well the old man reckons that means I get to do all the dirty jobs. I don't like to tell you this, but it means I do all the internal stuff as well. Well to cut to the chase, I have to check what you guys are doing on your computers. I'm Sorry! But that's my job. If this ever gets out of this room no bugger in the place will talk to me again, so please keep mum about it!
He looked at me and I nodded.
"I'm sorry I can't see that what I do with my computer here, has anything to do with my wife's actions on Saturday!"
"Well it doesn't. But it does when it comes to what someone else does. You see I don't only have to check the sights that people go on. I have to keep and eye on everyone's e-mails and downloads. We've got a program that checks all kind of things that appear in e-mails and all attachments are scanned for viruses. Well one of the thousands of things this program does is to look for names. Christ knows why. Maybe it's to make sure you're not writing nasty little notes about the bosses. Anyway the name list, is one of the papers that come across my desk every Monday morning. God, I haven't got the hours in the day to go through all that crap. But the one thing I do look for, is my own name. I might be paranoid, but come on, if you were in my position you would do the same."
"Anyway, I rarely find my name, but some months back the name Carter kept on cropping up. There's no Carter's on the firm or on the customer data-base. The name appeared in a couple of people's outlook address books. But not the persons that these e-mails were addressed too. I don't know, a cynical ex-policeman's hunch I suppose. Or perhaps I'm just nosy. I pulled up copies of everything were Carter was mentioned. Yes, I can do that. Christ, I'm giving away the family secretes here. If you guys tell anyone. I'm out on my bloody ear!"
"No worries Dave, nothing you tell us about how you got this information will go out of this room." Mack reassured him.
"Well the first time Carter was mentioned was when a member of staff; if you don't mind I'll call them X for the time being. Asked a manager in the Salford office who the hell Gregory Carter was. The reply came back that he had no idea. No Gregory Carter has every worked there. A couple of messages went back and forth on the subject and then things went quite, for a time. Then a message came through look read it yourself I've marked the relevant passage."
He looked through the file he had with him and offered me a sheet of paper. I gestured to Gail and she took it and read it out.
"You were right babe. Your man meets up with the wife of Gregory Carter whenever he's out of the office. Do you want my friend to find out what he is up too. It'll cost a bit; but I might be able to book some of his time to the firm if you like."
Dave continued
"Now that got my interest really going. It sounded to me as if the manager was going to do a little fiddling. So I really had cause to keep my eye on him from then on. All correspondence between him and X now past across my desk. Most of it was legit, but it soon became clear that they had quite some 'thing' going on between them and some interesting photos passed back and forth as well. After about a month or so, an attachment came down on one of his e-mails!"
Dave went back into his file and pulled out a couple more pages that he gave to Gail.
"I have followed the subject on his last two visits to Salford. He spends most of his off duty time in the company of the Carter's. Mrs Carter meets him most days at lunch time and Mr Carter normally collects him from the office and takes him to their house. I have observed that the Carter Children refer to the subject as uncle. There doesn't appear to be any illicit liaisons going on between the subject and either of the Carter's that I can detect. I will try to look into the Carter's background and see if I can come up with anything. If you wish?"
Gail moved on to the next page.
"As you requested, I have taken a closer look at the Carter's. They were married fifteen years ago. From what I have learned Gregory Carter is of no interest to you. But his wife Sheila could well be. Sheila Carter was adopted at the age of two. The family that adopted her moved from London to Salford sometime in the fifties. From talking to her neighbours I have discovered that some time ago she managed to locate her natural mother, and that her half-brother visits her on a regular basis. I think that it is obvious that the subject is Mrs Carter's half-brother and your friend has no need to worry. As there is nothing untoward going on up here that she should be concerned about. As to why the subject hasn't informed his wife of his half-sisters existence, I can offer no explanation. Any skeletons must be in the cupboard at your end!"
Dave said
"Well there it is! I took no action as far as I was concerned it was it was just some spouse checking up on what she believed was a wayward husband. I knew that X wasn't the wife but she was most likely doing someone a favour, so I let it drop."
"But then Saturday at your party, when your wife said you were having an affair with Sheila Carter it just didn't make sense. Until I saw your wife and Angela together I hadn't realised they new each other. June's out-burst told me who the subject in those reports was. But why hadn't Angela told June? I can tell you now, I was bloody confused. So after we left your place, I dropped my Misses home and came into the office and I went through all this stuff again. Then I went through Angela's computer, those reports were there but nothing else. The last thing I did was check the printouts. Christ, there were thousands of the bloody things, do you know everything that is printed on the lasers in this place is stored on hard-drives for a year. Anyway it was gone ten last night when I found this."
Dave handed another sheet to Gail.
"I have followed the subject on his last two visits to Salford. He spends most of his off duty time in the company of one Sheila Marie Carter. Mrs Carter meets him most lunch times. They normally go off in her car. Mostly they go to a wooded area not far from the office. Where it is my belief they indulge in sexual activity. Most evenings Sheila Carter joins the subject for diner and then they go to his hotel room. I cannot ascertain what goes on in the room but Sheila Cater rarely leaves before midnight!"
"What the fuck? Oh! Sorry Gail."
"Don't mind me, I was thinking the same thing. I assume that came from Angela Mores computer."
Dave nodded.
"Yea, eight weeks ago, three days after she got that second report. But why the hell did she change it?"
"To fuck up my marriage, that's why!"
"That's obvious Paul. But why should she want too? What's bloody her motive? What does she gain?" Mack asked
"Fucked if I know? But she's certainly buggered my life up. Big time!
"You haven't had an affair with her sometime in the past, have you? You know some women can get real nasty when an affair ends." Mack asked
"You have got to be kidding; I can't stand the bitch. I've had to pretend to like her, ever since I got married because she's June's best friend. But if she was the last woman on earth, I think I'd drown myself!"
"Um! I think you might be barking up the wrong tree there."
Gail's comment caused all three at us to look at her.
End of part three.
Part Four will be posted as part Three, Christ i can't take the pressure!
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Life is too short to let the bad guys win!
*
The Oxford Dictionary says
Pride - a high or overbearing opinion of one's worth or importance.
Temper - habitual or temporary disposition of mind esp. as regards composure.
Passion - strong barely controllable emotion.
Obstinacy - firmly adhering to one's chosen course of action or opinion despite dissuasion.
Put pride, temper, passion and obstinacy together, add a villain or two, and stir vigorously. But, don't forget to throw in some patient friends and family.
There is no sex in this story.
----------------------------------------
From my seat in the back of the limousine I watched the hearse pull up in front of my brothers house! As arranged, I had joined the cortège at the chapel of rest so that I would not have to wait in my brother's place with the others. She would be there with my children and I had no intention of seeing her. Even at my fathers funeral! I was not going to let my eyes even fall on her. One look at her would break my heart again. I had been so near to suicide over that woman, and I new that just seeing her could take me back down that road again!
There were small groups of people standing around awaiting cortège's arrival. I got out of the car so they could offer me their condolences on my fathers passing. I thanked those that did so. But I was also aware of the ones that surreptitiously moved further away. There were some that I could see who were thinking of approaching me. But they had been there that night! I had told them then what I thought of then; when they're eyes met mine' They thought better of it.
Then suddenly my two lovely young daughters, Jema and Elaine, were on my throwing their arms around me and saying how much they loved and missed me! I was crying as I hugged them both. It had been over a year since I had seen them. I was telling them how much I missed them, and they (as always,) asked me why I had to live in Australia? Why couldn't I live at home with them and mummy? It amazed me to realise, that my ex-wife had still not told them why I had gone. I had never given them my reasons; I had thought that if I told them of their mothers behaviour, It would appear that I was trying to turn them against they're mother and no mater what else she was, June was a darn good mother. I knew that the girls would have more need of her, as they grew up! Than they would have of a depressed, sometimes near suicidal father. I had left it to June to tell the girls, whatever she wished!
My brother Tom and his wife Mary appeared. They both came over and gave me a hug, and then Tom announced it was time to make a move. The girls would be travelling in the lead car with us. He did not mention with whom June would be riding; everyone, even my girls knew that I did not wish to know. Although in my heart I did wish to know, I had loved that woman so much, that I had been slowly dying inside for the past eighteen months. I fort my every waking moment to keep her out of my mind and every night was filled with nightmares, of seeing her with that bastard.
On the way to the cemetery, I was crying again.
"Don't cry Dave! He had a good life; he's with mum now. You know how much he missed her. You know. The last thing he said was, 'I'm going to see my Alice again!'" My brother said to me.
My brother wasn't to know that my tears weren't for my father. They were for me. Knowing that the only woman that I could ever love was so near, and I was too proud and obstinate, or was I frightened, to even look at her!
++++++++++
It had all started nearly two years before. My life up until then had been virtually perfect. I had been married for thirteen years, to what I thought, was the most wonderful woman in the world. I had two lovely daughters, a good job, and we owned our own house in a nice neighbourhood. Our social life had been great and we had a large circle of friends. Nearly every weekend we would be at some gathering or party. We appeared to have everything we wanted.
Then George Mason. He was one of, what you might call "hangers on" of our group. A small insignificant sort of bloke. His wife had left him some years ago and I think most of us felt he was lonely, and invited him along, more out of pity than friendship. Had brought a friend along to one of the Thompson's parties.
Talk about chalk and cheese! John Laslett. Stood a good six foot, and had the "Gift of the Gab!". Within minutes of arriving he was the centre of attention. Jokes flowed out of his mouth one after the other. When the party was over, he had been accepted as one of our group. Everyone seemed to like him. Except me!
I must admit he was a handsome devil. But there was something about him that I didn't like. Maybe, it was jealousy at first! That's what June claimed it was. But think I spotted the lecher in him right from the start. My mind was asking, what was this handsome man who obviously had an eye for the ladies; doing hanging around with a creep like George Mason and what was he doing at a party were there were nothing but married couples.
I was sure I could see that Casanova look in his eye. I noticed the way he looked at the women. Not the normal checkouts all the husbands gave each others wives; making sure that their own, was the best looking. Or maybe even with a little jealousy that some of the girls had kept they're figure better than they're own wife had. No his looks, were the lecherous looks of the travelling salesman, who fancied his chances!
Maybe I was insecure and didn't realise it. But by the end of that party I had the nasty feeling that in near future someone's marriage was about to go "Tits up", and that was to cause me to make, probably my biggest mistake. I voiced my unease, first to June and then to some of our friends.
June told me I was being stupid, John was just a nice man. He was funny and made everyone feel happy and good about themselves. His personality seemed to have captured most of our friends as well. They almost all dismissed my opinions, as me being paranoid and it soon became common knowledge that I didn't like John. But it also became clear that I would just have to tolerate him, or else June and I, would have to change our circle of friends.
John became aware of my dislike for him very rapidly. At first he tried to make friends with me. All the usual stuff, if I expressed an opinion, he would agree with me immediately and back up my argument. He was always throwing compliments in my direction, and all of our friends kept telling me, that they couldn't understand my dislike of him. As he was always saying how sorry he was that I disliked him. He was telling them that I was a really nice fellow, and so clever as well.
Over the following weeks I kept my cool. I did ask June to stay away from him, but that only got her annoyed with me. John was the centre of the fun at the parties by then and she said I was being stupid; John would never do anything to upset anyone.
So I could only watch and wait for him to pick his first target. Six weeks after he first showed up I spotted her. Sheila Montgomery! George Mason who had acquired a video camera and would drive just about everyone crazy, recording almost everything that happened at our gatherings. I was also becoming suspicious that George, were something more than a friend to John Laslett. George's camera seemed to spend most of its time pointed at John and whichever woman he was talking to, or to my mind chatting up. I had noticed John had become quite touchy feel'y with the girls, especially on the dance floor. But to my mind on this particular evening, he appeared to be paying just a little to much attention to Sheila.
I felt compelled to mention it to her husband Bill. He just said that I was reacting way over the top. He and Sheila had been married fifteen years; If Sheila was going to stray she would have done so years ago. Not now just as she was beginning to lose her figure!
"Shit man!" I said, "Don't you realise that's the time a girl is most likely to stray! Sheila's a beautiful woman. If she thinks her figure is starting to go; she might start to feel she's losing the power to turn heads and some Prat like Laslett is halfway there! All he's got to do is give her ego a nice big enough boost and she won't know what has hit her. Until she's in his bed!"
"Don't talk so much bloody rubbish Dave. I know my wife she wouldn't go jumping in any mans bed, but mine! To be honest, I find it offensive to me and a bloody insult to her that you should even suggest that she would"
Bill refused to speak to me after that.
I had to give up and never had to chance to broach the subject with him again.
Only a month later the Montgomery's suddenly moved away. The word went around that they had a big fight; people had heard them out in the street. Then a "For Sale" sign went up outside they're house and they were gone! Everyone commented that they hadn't said goodbye to anyone and it appeared they had told no one where they were going.
The day they were rumoured to have actually moved out, June told me that Bill had called my home on the phone and asked to speak to me; but I had been away on a business trip. June asked if there was a message? But Bill just said she was to tell me "He was Sorry!"
I now new I was right about John Laslett. I didn't know whether Bill had caught John and Sheila "At it!" so to speak, or he had realised which way things were going before they got too far. After our row, he had obviously been too embarrassed to admit to me that he was wrong and I had been correct. He had arranged to remove his wife from further temptation. But that unfortunately left me with little ammunition, when it came to warning the next victims husband. All I could do was watch and wait!
Two weeks later it became apparent that the arse-whole Laslett, had apparently chosen his next target and it was the one that I feared the most. It was another of the Thompson's parties. From the moment we arrived, I was aware that George's camera appeared to pointing at June much more than normal. Careful observation of John; showed he spent almost half the evening with the group that my wife was with and it seemed that every time I looked at the small dance floor, June and John were dancing together. After the first couple of dances I made a point of butting in and separating them. But that kind of backfired, as June got annoyed with me again.
When we got home I. I told my June that I thought she was his next target. As a result, June flew into a rage at me and told me I had gone completely off my head. She said I was paranoid; John was always the perfect gentleman and didn't go around slandering everyone like I did. I lost my cool and said,
"It's not slander! Why do you think the Montgomery's moved away? Bill's phone call was to let me know that I had been right when I told him I thought Laslett was after Sheila. That is what Bill and I had the row about. He was convinced I was wrong as well. But I know that Bill now knows I was bloody right! And now John Laslett has got it in his head to get into your knickers and I'm bloody sure he will. Whether you want him to or not! That mans a bloody expert at getting women into bed. I know! I've seen his sort operate before!
June was totally livid with me and said that there was no point in trying to reason with me. She reckoned I had convicted her of something, which I thought she was going to do in the future. She would never dream of breaking our marriage vows and was terribly angry that I thought she would. I tried to tell her that I loved her and trusted her completely, but this bloke Laslett was an expert at seducing women. If he set his sights on a girl, he would get her in bed one way or another.
The row got completely out of hand after that, and I finished up being locked out of our bedroom for the first time in our married life. For the next few days June didn't speak to me at all. All communication between us was passed through our daughters. By the middle of the week things had quietened down and we seemed to be back on speaking terms.
Saturday there was a big party to celebrate someone's thirtieth wedding anniversary. It was held at the Marriott, one of the local hotels. June and I attended but I don't think she said more than two words to me all evening. I also became aware that Laslett was apparently backing off on June a bit. I noticed he was hanging around Paulette Simmons.
While I was thinking on the subject, I realised I had not seen Barry Simmons. A few enquires soon told me that Barry was in the States on business and that explained John's change of target. A lonely wife. Probably a dead cert. for a man of his talents and Paulette appeared to me to be looking quite the worse for the drink, I noticed. Surely John didn't stoop so low as to get the woman so drunk that she didn't know what she was doing.
But then John wasn't a gentleman was he, all he wanted was to get them into bed and it was beginning to look to me, like he didn't care how he did it!
Sure enough around ten-thirty, I found I could no longer locate John or Paulette. I wondered out of the function room and but they where not in the bar or the lounge. Then I spotted George Mason coming down the stairs; he was putting yet another tape in his camera as he did so, and he never noticed me. 'I don't believe this.' I thought, 'That arse-whole has been up there filming John and Paulette in bed.' The sick bastard must be keeping a record of his conquests and George Mason is his fucking cameraman. They must be the sickest pair of individuals I've ever come across. I had no proof this, but what else would George be doing upstairs. He can't have a room he only lives a couple of hundred yards away.
I decided I would hang around in the bar for a bit, as I could see the stairs and lift from there. Half an hour later George went back up. Then ten minutes later, John came down on his own looking quite pleased with himself. It was nearly eleven thirty when George came back down and returned to the function room. George had a smirk on his face, that I couldn't remember seeing before.
I was just about to go back into the function room when Paulette came out of the lift. She was looking a dam sight more sober than she had been a couple of hours ago. But she was crying and obviously very distressed. I called out to her, but she rushed straight out if the front door. I made after her as quick as could, but she was nowhere in sight when I got outside.
I know it was all speculation, but I assumed that John had seduced Paulette whilst she was to drunk to realise what was happening. The only reason I could come up with for George being up there was for him to film the episode; then I assumed that when John had had his fill. George had got his turn with her; most likely under threat of being exposed by the video! Why else would George go back up or Paulette be so upset. These were a sick couple of bastards!
I went back in the function room and located June. I told her that I thought something was terribly wrong with Paulette, as I had seen her leaving and looking very distressed. I told June, as Paulette was on her own at home because Barry was in the States, I thought we should go over to her place to make sure she was all right. I did not mention John or George to June; I knew that I only had to mention John's name to her and she would have gone ballistic at me.
I was hoping that Paulette would confide in June as to exactly what had happened; then my worries would be over. Unfortunately Paulette was either not at home, or was so upset that she would not open the door. We banged on the door and called through the post box all to no avail. As we drove home, I kept telling June how worried I was about Paulette and got her to promise, that she would get in touch with her over the next few days.
Every night when I got home I kept on at June about Paulette. But June said had no luck contacting her. When Barry returned on the Wednesday he told June that Paulette had left him a note saying she had got lonely and gone to visit her sister in Scotland. She would probably be back in a few days. Dam I thought, if has Paulette confided in her sister she's not likely to spill the beans to June. The bluddy game was still on!
Thursday there was a disaster at work. For me that is. The company I work for is part of a large multinational. One of our factories, just outside London, had just been completely refitted with updated plant. All the old machinery had been shipped out to Hungary, and put into a factory that company had recently acquired there. The Hungarians were having teething problems getting things up and running. Michael my boss, wanted me to go out there and get them sorted, He wanted me to fly out on Friday morning!
I was worried about what was going to happen between John and June. There was a party at George's house Friday night. If I wasn't there to keep June out of harms way. God knows what could happen. Thursday evening I asked June if she would mind, giving the party a miss, as I would not by able to accompany her. But she got angry with me again and said that she was going whether I was there or not. She could look after herself, and I was getting unbearable, constantly going on about John. She said she loved me and would never do anything that would affect our marriage.
As there was no way I was going to be able to stop her going to the party. I called Michael and told him straight. I would not be going to Hungary until Saturday, as I had had a 'situation at home!' If the company didn't like it that I wouldn't go on Friday they could sack me! Michael was shaken by my attitude. I had a reputation as a company man who could be relied upon. He said Saturday would do fine but would I mind calling in to see him tomorrow. June told me I was stupid, and asked what would I have done if he given me the sack. I said,
"I would rather be without a job than without my wife!"
June then went completely off the deep end, and once again I slept in the spare room!
Friday morning I went in to see Michael. I gave him the whole ball of wax, right from the beginning. He asked me if was sure that this guy was after June. I said sure enough to throw my job in over it. He said he was sorry, but he had to ask me to go to Hungary, as I was the only man with the relevant experience available. I told him that I would go as I didn't think June would do anything silly. She wasn't that daft, if Laslett was to approach her or show up at my place; I was sure it would put her on her guard. He seemed to like his ladies to be the worse for drink. Who knows he might well spike their drinks with something, Paulette had got very drunk rather quickly, and then appeared to sober up quite fast. It could be, he had slipped her something?
Friday night, was what I can only call, torture. June was making it very obvious that I was "Persona Non Gratis" with her. And for the whole evening I was never more than five feet from her, I even stood outside the door when she went to the loo. There were only two subjects of conversation. My neurotic behaviour, and Bill Thompson's fiftieth birthday party, that was to held the following Saturday at the Marriott Hotel.
John kept out of my way and George wasn't using his camera very much. I figured that I was the fly in the ointment for them. June and I went home about ten-thirty; June said that I had ruined her evening and if I carried on like this, she would have re-think our future. I told her that I loved her more than anything I the world. But I knew that John Laslett wanted to get into her knickers, and that would certainly destroy our marriage anyway. June once again told me I was being neurotic and that I should go and see a shrink, before I had a breakdown. We slept together but didn't have any sex. We hadn't had sex for months, not since we started to fight over June's friendship with John.



I flew out on the Saturday morning. I'm afraid to say that my week didn't go to well. Just about everything that could go wrong with the plant, did go wrong. I worked around the clock. My Hungarian hosts weren't too enthralled that they had to match my hours. But I was a man with a mission; I needed to be back in London by Saturday evening, come hell or high water.
I called June everyday and told her how much I loved and missed her. She said that she loved and was missing me as well. No mention was made of our arguments and towards the end of the week June was telling me what we would be doing in bed when I got back. Things were looking up, maybe our forced separation had given June time to think.
By Friday it looked like I would finally have everything sorted by Saturday morning, that would let me get back in plenty of time for Bill Thompson's party.
Saturday morning the whole factory was running like a dream and I was driven to the airport. But then disaster struck. My flight was first delayed and then cancelled. I was not going to get to home until Sunday. In despair, I called June and told her that it looked like I wouldn't be able to make the party.
I was hoping that with the way things had gone this week, she would say she wasn't going to go to the party without me. June staid silent on the subject. I think she might have been waiting for me to ask her not to go. In the end I was forced to ask the question. She said she wasn't sure and she would make up her mind later. I told her that I would prefer that she gave it a miss, but that I was leaving the decision up to her.
I came away from the public phone, feeling very dejected. I somehow knew that tonight could be the last night of my marriage. I think I had reached the end of my tether. If I kept on trying to keep her away from John Laslett, I was going to drive her away from myself. It was up to her now. If she got into his bed then our marriage was over. I was stuck hundreds of miles away and could do nothing about it!
A short time later, I heard my name being called out over the PA system. It was a phone call from Michael. Apparently he had told Hungarians that if there was any problems with my travel arrangements, they were to inform him at once. When I spoke to him, he told me. I was booked onto the next flight to Paris, at Orly I would be met and taken to the Eurostar train and that should get me be into London at about eight fifteen. A company car would be waiting at the station, the car and driver were mine for the evening. I thanked him and ran to catch my flight.
Things didn't quite go to plan. The traffic in Paris was chaotic and I missed one Eurostar. I eventually got home about nine thirty. And was welcomed by my two daughters. Our regular baby sitter was with them, so I knew June had gone to the party. Her car was in the drive, so I enquired how she had got there. My girls remained quiet, but the baby sitter said that a tall man had picked June up around eight thirty.
My heart dropped, she must have arranged for John Laslett to pick her up. But then my daughter oldest chipped in saying that mummy wasn't going to go to the party. But then someone had called and asked why she wasn't there. Mummy had told them that daddy wasn't home, she couldn't go without an escort. Shortly after John had arrived and persuaded her to go.
Our daughters had never seen John before, but appeared to know who he was. It was apparent to me that they had been listening in to some of our arguments. Apparently they had tried to talk their mother out of going. But John had said something like, "Do your children control your life, Just like your husband tries to?" Then their mother had left for the party with him!
I ran upstairs and got changed. When I came back down, my driver who had originally come into the house with me, was in the car already waiting to go. We went straight to the Marriott and I walked in the door at ten o'clock exactly. I made my way into the function room and looked around for June, but she was nowhere in sight. I began to panic and asked everyone if they had seen her. People seemed wary of me and were saying nothing, then someone said she had gone outside with John as she had had a little too much to drink. That was it, completely lost my rag, and shouted at them.
"Too much to fucking drink! You arse-wholes know June never drinks in excess! That cunt Laslett has slipped her a bloody Mickey. Now the Pricks probably fucking her somewhere and you Prat's are too busy kissing his arse, too see what he was up too!"
A stunned silence filled the room, as I ran back out to the reception desk; where to my surprise, I was met by my driver and Michael. Michael just said, "Room 243!" and we ran up the stairs together. When we got to the second floor I saw George coming out of a room. As we ran down the corridor towards him, he tried to get back in the room; but he didn't have the key card. Michael grabbed hold of him, and relieved him of his camera. To my amazement, my driver produced a card and opened the door.
I rushed in to see my wife naked on the bed John Laslett was no top of her, humping for all he was worth. At first neither of them was apparently aware of our entrance. I was across the room in an instant. I remember grabbing hold of Laslett's hair and pulling him off of my wife. Then I had the most terrible pain in my left had hand and Laslett was laying on the floor. I was vaguely aware of June was screaming something, but I couldn't make out what she was saying. I do remember landing a good few kicks into Laslett. Then my driver was pulling me out of the room saying,
"He's had enough for now. There's no point in killing him. You don't want to do time, for a arse-whole like that!"
I smacked George one, with my good hand as we passed and we made our way back down the stairs and out to the car. I said something about getting June. But the driver told me,
"The boss and his wife will take care of her. We need to get you to hospital and have that hand looked at!"
I asked my driver what happened to my hand and the driver said, "I think you broke your fist at the same time you broke his jaw."
"I broke his jaw?"
The driver replied "Look man, I've done a few rounds! That's why the boss sent me with you today. As your man was a big boy, I was supposed to look after any heavy stuff, but you beat me to it. And I'm telling you his jaw is well broke; he'll be on liquid meals for a few weeks."
We went to a hospital some miles from my home. The driver who I eventually found out was called Ted. Said that we didn't want to finish up in the same A&E as Laslett. It would be inviting the police to get involved, and like it or not I had just committed GBH on Laslett. According to the English Law! You are suppose to say. "Would you please stop doing that!" When you find some Prick screwing your wife!
The ex-rays showed that I had broken four bones in my left hand. The doctor who put it in plaster, asked me how I did it. I told what had happened, he looked at me for a minute and then said, you had better take this file with you. We have had a busy week and I don't think, I will remember seeing you by the morning.
Ted asked, "Do you want to go home now?" I knew that I couldn't go home. I would never be able to look at June again without seeing Laslett humping her, that vision broke my heart. I asked Ted to take me to a hotel somewhere. One with a bar that was still open as I intended to get real drunk. He found a small hotel; they wouldn't open the bar, but Ted extracted a bottle of rum from them. Ted is a big man and he knows how to get people to co-operate. It must have been him that got the key for Laslett's room from that stuck up cow, on the reception desk at the Marriott.
I asked Ted how come that Michael had been at the Marriott. Ted told me that he had been instructed to call Michael if it looked like there might be trouble. Ted had called him whilst I was getting changed; Michael had been parking his car as we arrived.
------------------------------------
The next time that I can remember things clearly it was Monday morning. Michael was sat by my bed and I had a hangover that would have floored an Ox! I saw three empty Rum bottles on the floor.
The boss told me that the police wanted to talk to me, when I felt up to it. They had come to the office first thing, but he had told them he had no idea were I was. Laslett was not in to good a shape, several broken ribs as well as a broken jaw and nose. I said I know about the jaw and waved my broken hand at him. He told me that June had claimed she had been drugged, and the police were treating it as rape. The preliminary tests had showed June was under the influence of some drug. But they didn't know what drug Laslett had used yet.
I told him that the fact June was drugged made little difference to how I saw things. I had warned her Laslett was up to no good and I had told her I suspected that he would use drink and drugs to get his women into bed. June had told me I was a liar, and making it all up. I had warned her, she was his target, and that he would definitely get into her knickers. June had replied that I was paranoid and that she could look after herself. She had threatened to end our marriage if I didn't drop the subject.
Then she had gone to the party with him. Even her own children had asked her not to go. But she had decided she knew best. From now on I was washing my hands of her. She has broken my heart by going with him and nothing I had said or did had kept her away from him. Well as far as I am concerned June can go and live with the prick. I had told her more that once, if she slept with him the marriage was over!
Michael made arrangements for me to use the companies room in a hotel near the office. I went to see a solicitor to discuss the future of my marriage. She advised, that I didn't go for a divorce immediately. With June's rape case most likely coming up and I would look a right low life. My best bet was to go for a separation. Let things stew for a couple of years, then June might go for "unreconcilable differences". June had got herself a good solicitor, he had advised her not to talk to us about divorce. He knew, the fact that June had been raped, was what was going to count in court. They were not likely to care much about June having ignored my warnings.
I got bound over to keep the piece for a year, after pleading guilty to aggravated assault on Laslett, my brief did a good job of my mitigation plea!
I stayed in the company's hotel room for a few months, Through the solicitors, it was arranged that June would take our girls to my brothers house on Saturday mornings. I would collect them from there after she had left. Normally Ted and his wife would drop them back home, to what was now June's house on Sunday evenings. Ted had turned into a good friend to me.
I thought it best that I never saw June again. Some people thought me strange. If I loved June? Why couldn't we talk our problems out? I would reply, "I had done all the talking I could in the months before that night. All I had achieved, was to get June to threaten to leave me. We had nothing left to discuss!"
After several months, I realised that I had to get right away. At my request, Michael arranged for my transfer to our Australia subsidiary. I left the girls with their mother she would do a better job of bringing them up than me. I spent a lot of time with the shrinks as I kept falling into terrible depressions, sometimes I would get suicidal. I just lived my life day to day and my nights are haunted but dreams of June being fucked by Laslett.
Laslett and Mason were both charged with rape and blackmail. It seems after June's was raped, Paulette came forward and made allegations as well. I don't now what the outcome was. As I in Aus by the time it came to court, and was in no condition mentally, to follow the case. I talked to the children on the phone as often as I could and they soon understood that I did not wish to hear any news of their mother.
I knew that someday June would most likely going to find herself another man. She is a beautiful woman and she would have no problems finding another mate. June did write to me a few times, I recognised her handwriting on the envelopes and I got my secretary to mark them "Not Known At This Address!" put them in another envelope and return them. After a while her letters stopped coming.
I received a letter from my solicitor to tell me, that my wife's solicitor had been in contact with them. They had been requested to pass on the message that, If I was not prepared to correspond or converse with June. She would start divorce proceedings on the grounds of my desertion. I wrote back that they should inform June's solicitor. I had considered our marriage was over, since that night at the Marriott Hotel. June had been my "ex-wife" from the moment she got into bed with Laslett. I would continue to make good and adequate financial arrangements for her and my children whilst I was still alive. What June chose to do about the marriage was no longer any concern of mine. I heard nothing more from the solicitor about June divorcing me. Mind you, I did get a hefty bill from my legal people!
---------------------------------
Now, with my father's death I was back in England. The love of my life, was in a car somewhere behind me and I was scared of what my reaction would be, if I met her face to face.
June must have hidden in the back of the crowd at the cemetery. I never saw her, but I new she was there, as my daughters would disappear every few minutes and then return to hold my hand. My father had been a popular man locally, on the council and all sorts of committees and clubs. The wake was going to be held in a local hotel so that everyone could get in to give the family their condolences. I was pleased that my brother had not chosen the Marriott, but the 'Grange'. This was the same hotel that I had booked into, I thought this was going to be handy for me as I would be able to slip away to my room if things got too much for me. A father's death is bad enough for most people, but I had June's presence and that was going to be a real try for me to handle as well.
My brother had been very considerate to me. He had booked two function rooms; his wife told me, with all the people that were there, if we found ourselves overwhelmed in one room, we could retreat into the other. But I new that I would be able to stay in one room whilst June stayed in the other. Some people would have thought that June might have stayed away because of the problems between us, but since my mother had passed on, June had been my fathers favourite. She would visit him four or five times a week, there was no way she wasn't going to be there. Thinking back, I wished to God, I had told dad of my fears concerning John Laslett. Dad might have had more influence with June than I had.
After an hour or so of hearing peoples reminisces of my father, I sat in a quiet corner with my two girls one on each knee. Jema the youngest was chattering on about everything under the sun, asking questions about Australia and what I did there. Elaine was saying very little and appeared to be studying me. Then when Jema had run off to go to the toilet.
Elaine looked me in the face and said, "I love you daddy!"
I smiled at her, and was just going to reply that I loved her too, when she beat me to it.
"Do you love me daddy?"
I nodded my head "Of course I do, sweet heart!"
"Do you love me enough, to do something for me?"
"I would do anything for my favourite daughter. What do you want me to do?"
"No you must promise me that you will do it first?"
"Tell me what you want me to do and I promise I will do it!"
"Cross your heart and hope to die?"
"Cross my heart."
"If you break your promise I will never speak to you again, as long as I live! Please wait here for me, I will be back in a minute."
Elaine ran into the other room. Jema returned, climbed back on my knee, and restarted her tirade of questions. About ten minutes later Elaine returned.
"Remember you promised" she said and held out an envelope "I want you to read this tonight. You must read all of it. Tomorrow you must call me and tell me that you have kept your promise. If you don't read it, I will never speak to you again! And that's a promise I'm making to you."
Elaine face was very serious she gave me a quick kiss on the cheek, then turned and walked back into the other room. A little later she came back and told Jema that they were going home now.
Jema asked, "Can't you come daddy?" I told her that her home wasn't mine any more but I would see her soon. Both girls kissed me and Elaine whispered in my ear "Remember your promise."
With June and the children gone I mingled with the throng for a while. Bill Thompson suddenly appeared in front of me. The look I gave him should have turned him to stone, but he had obviously stilled himself to say something.
"God we're all so sorry about what happened at the Marriott! All of us are ashamed that we never saw what an animal that man was. He had us all hoodwinked. All we can say is that we are sorry for what has happened between you and June. You know June had no........"
With his mention of June I had turned and walked away. I told my brother and his wife that I had enough for the time being and I was going up to my room for a while.
In my room I lay on the bed and realised how tired I was.! had arrived at Heathrow that morning after a twenty odd hour flight. I think it was nearly forty hours since I'd had a decent sleep.
Some time later my brother put his head round the door and said they were gong home and that I was to call him when I got my bio-clock sorted.
At three AM I was woken by one of my nightmares. June with him again. I new that I was going to have to stay awake for awhile, experience had taught me that if I went back to sleep now the same nightmare would return again!
I got up to make myself a cup of coffee and saw Elaine's letter on the table. 'Well now is as good a time as any.' I thought and tore it open. Inside were a note and another two envelopes. The note said.-
Dear Daddy
Mummy sent these letters to you a long time ago and you send it back. Mummy said you wouldn't read them and was very upset and cried a lot. Just like she did when you first left.
Mummy said you wouldn't read the letters because you are very angry with her. Mummy says she was very nasty to you and did something bad. She wrote the letters to tell you she how sorry she was for being nasty.
When I asked her why she had been nasty to you. Mummy said that I am only twelve years old, and a little too young to understand grown-ups problems.
Mummy said that children just see things in black and white, they don't see all the greys in between. Mummy said that when I get older she will let my read the letters, then I will be able to tell you what is in them. She says she doesn't think you will ever come back to us. But you might not be so angry with her if you would read the letters.
I asked her if I could read the letters now but she said I was much to young to understand.
I was very upset when you got angry at mummy and went away. Mummy cry's every night, and that makes me cry too. Mummy said that if you would read the letters you might not be so angry with her.
I took them when she wasn't looking and read them. Mummy was right I didn't understand a lot of it, so I showed them to my friend. He told me that I should make you read them. It might make both mummy and you happier if you were to read them.
He didn't know if reading them would make you come home again, but you might realise how much mummy, Jema and I are missing you and you might move back to England and then we would see you a lot more.



I said that you had gone to Australia because your work was out there, but my friend said that you had a job in England if you wanted it. I couldn't understand what he meant by that, but he said you would understand.
Mummy reads these letters often. Most often after someone has talked about you; she then goes to her room and cry's. As mummy will see you today, I think she will go to read them tonight and will be very angry with me for taking them. So you must read them or I will get into terrible trouble with mummy.
Remember your promise to me daddy if you don't read them, I will never ever speak to you again!
I love you daddy
Elaine
I don't know why, but I could see someone else's hand in this. It couldn't be June because Elaine was worried what her reaction was going to be when she found the letters missing. And who was this friend, Elaine had been confiding in?
I looked at June's letters they were marked 1 & 2. I slowly opened number one. From the looks of the paper it had been folded and refolded many times. I wondered if it was June rereading what she had written of whether she had been showing it to other people. Then I realised it was Elaine that had been repeatedly reading it! The poor child was trying to understand what had happened to her family!
My darling husband
Can you ever forgive me, for the wrongs that I have done to you? My foolish pride stopped me from seeing, that you had recognised John Laslett for what he was the first time we met him! I could not believe, that you were right when all our friends said you were wrong! I didn't have the trust in you that a good wife should have had! Please forgive me for this!
I mistook your distrust of John, as jealousy and from that moment on ignored everything you said about him. All your warnings fell on deaf ears, and I began to get angry we you, when you kept on about what you thought he was up too.
Having known you and been married to you as long as I have. I should have remembered, that you have never showed any sign of jealousy. Please forgive me for not remembering the man I had chosen as my life partner. The man that had always put me and the children first!
Please forgive me for thinking and saying that you needed to see a psychiatrist. It was me that should was losing my sense of reality. You're desperate actions to warn me of John's intentions; I mistook for paranoia. If I had only stopped to think for a moment, I would have understood that what you could not have functioned in your job if you had not been right in the head. Why was it that no one else in our group saw what John Laslett really was.
Please forgive me for not realising, that you had worked out what had happened to Paulette. I have spoken to her since. She told me you had called out to her as she left the Marriott that night. She said she wishes now, that she had not hidden from you outside. She was so ashamed about what had happened, that she hid from everyone and ran off to her sister. I now realise that you were hoping that Paulette would confide in me. If you had told me your suspicions, I would have called you a liar. I think I did call you a liar on a few occasions; I can only ask you to forgive me for all the times I did.
I know that in the weeks before that night. My attitude put you under a tremendous strain. Whenever you repeated your warnings to me about John. I would fly off the handle at you. To my shame, I even locked you out of our bedroom on occasions. I can only beg you to forgive me for doing that!
I know you will never be able to forgive me for having sex with John Laslett. You warned me so many times that once I had sex with him our life together would be over. I cannot use the defence that John and George had drugged me. As you had warned me that was how you believed they operated!
I suspect that you know that once John had taken me they were intending to use the recording, to blackmail me into having sex with George Mason! If I had only realised that your actions were prompted by love and not jealousy!
There is nothing further I can say. I only wish none of this had happened. I must thank you for being the most loving and patient husband a woman could ever ask for and I will love you for the rest of my life. I know that I will never find another man, as faithful as you.
Your children love you and you can rest assured that when they are old enough to understand. I will make sure they know that it was my fault that you went away. If I have anything to do with it, no blame will ever be placed at your door, for the end of our life together. I will never apply for a divorce, as I am still very much in love with you and I don't think my love for you will ever die.
Should you find another woman to love in the future, I will not contest any petition for divorce that you make. My actions have stolen your happiness in this marriage. I will not prevent you from finding what happiness you can elsewhere!
I know, that in my stupidity I have broken your heart, your only consolation can be that I broke my own heart at the same time!
Thank you for my two wonderful daughters and the many happy years we spent together.
Goodbye and good luck my Love.
June
I was crying as I opened the second letter
My darling husband
You have returned my letter unopened several times, but I intend to keep sending it back to you in the hope you will one day read it. I need to know that you have at least received my apologies.
I am writing this second letter you because I have had some visitors this week. Bill & Sheila Montgomery called in to see me. They had seen an item about the trial on television. Only Laslett's and Mason's names were mentioned on the TV, but a few phone calls had enabled them to find out who their victims had been.
Bill is beside himself with grief! He said he felt responsible for the attacks on Paulette and myself. Bill told me how you had warned him that Laslett was after Sheila and he had told you mind you own business. Bill had told Sheila what you had told him and she had been annoyed with you too!
Sheila was so annoyed that, when she ran into John and George in town one day, she told them what you had said. John appeared to get very angry, and told Sheila that you had slandered him. John had invited Sheila to have a coffee with him, while he thought over whether he should take legal action or not. Sheila agreed and they all went into a nearby Café.
Sheila said that John went over to get the coffee's while she and George found a table. She remembered John and George discussing, what they should do about the things you had been saying about them. Then she began to feel a little strange, and then her memory of events failed her.
I recognised the symptoms she described. John must have put the same drug in her coffee as he put in my drink at the Marriott!
Sheila could recall being in a Pub and drinking Scotch. Sheila said she couldn't understand why she would be drinking Scotch, as she hates the stuff. Then she thought she was dancing somewhere with her husband. Next she recalled having sex with her husband. But it was not the kind of love making that they normally had. She was doing things she would never normally think of doing.
The next thing she could remember was John Laslett making her drink some horrible liquid. She suddenly realised that she was naked and siting on a strange bed. She was frightened and confused and started shouting at John. But John hit her and told her to shut up then he then made her watch a video. It was of her dancing with John and some other guys in a bar somewhere. She was behaving in a very unladylike way, more like a prostitute. Then the video showed her on a bed having sex with John and then George. She said that in the video she was calling both of them Bill. Whatever drug she had been given had the effect that she thought she was with Bill. She could remember having sex but she was convinced it was with Bill.
Sheila had accused John of drugging her and told him she was going to the police. He told her that the drink she had a little earlier would clear her system out. If she went to the police all they would find would be traces of cocaine and alcohol. They would put her down as a drunk and cocaine addict. The security video from the pub would show that she was behaving in a very sexually provocative manor.
John was sure that the bar tender would remember her telling him that she was going to have sex with her man when they got home. She had been hanging on John's arm at the time, so the bar man would assume it was John she was talking about having sex with. The Alcohol would explain her behaviour in the bar. The cocaine would explain the fact that she seamed to be acting sexually excited. Apparently it has that effect on some people. John told her there were plenty of witnesses in that bar. They all saw her enter on her own and buy herself a Scotch. John gone in sometime later, she had approached him. Everything that happened after that she would not be able to prove she was not doing of her own free will. Sheila says she understand how they got her to go into the pub and buy Scotch.
John and George had kept Sheila until nearly midnight. She had then been dumped from they're car near her home. John had told her that from now on she would do as he told her or she would be in big trouble. He would send an edited version of the tape to her husband, and her husbands employers.
Sheila had told Bill what had happened when he came back from his business trip. Apparently Bill had gone after John. But John being a much bigger man, had beat him up, then told Bill he was going to have Sheila's video put on the internet if Bill tried to make any trouble. Bill and Sheila finished up being so scared of John, Bill quit his job and they moved down to Devon so that he couldn't find them.
Before they left our house. Bill asked me to apologise to you for his not believing you. I did not tell them that you were not living with me anymore. I just told them you were working in Australia for a while.
God knows why they never went to the police. Maybe if you had been home the day Bill phoned and spoken to him. You would have convinced him to do so.
Well there's nothing else I can say. Except that I love you and miss you. Please forgive me and come home.
All my love
June
I read June's letters over and over. I loved the woman. Her heart was broken just as mine had been. Who the hell was I punishing by not seeing her? Not being with her and my children. Our being apart meant that Laslett had won. He had destroyed my family!
Bill Montgomery had not deserted Sheila. He had the gumption to move her away and let them both get over it. They had more of a chance of happiness in the future than June, I or our children had. I was letting my pride, destroy any chance of happiness I had. I was letting the bad guy win!
I got dressed and made my way down to the dinning room for breakfast, and was surprised to find Ted sitting in the foyer. I enquired what he was doing there and he replied that Michael had told him to wait there for me. Michael had told him that, he thought I might be needing a ride to June's house.
"Why would he think that!" I asked.
"I don't know, something Mike and your daughter cooked up between them. You do know he and his Mrs had been taking your girls out every Saturday since you went to Aus. He was here with Elaine yesterday afternoon. I got the impression they expect that you would be going to June's last night. I've been sitting here since your brother went home!"
Well now knew who Elaine's friend was.
"Christ mate I'm sorry but I fell asleep before their little plan worked; you had better come in and have some breakfast with me. Then you can take me to the house that I hope will become my home again soon. I'm just praying that she will take me back after the way I've treated her?"
"I don't think you've got on worries on that one, Squire!"
After a hearty breakfast, Ted drove me to June's house. I asked him to wait as I still not convinced as to what June's reaction was going to be. Jesus, my temper had made me walk out on her when and because, she had been raped. Hardly the actions of a loving and supportive husband.
As I reached out to press the door bell the door flew open and June pounced on me throwing her arms around my neck. I nearly fell over under the onslaught. As June clamped her mouth on mine and tried to suck my tonsil's out.
I vaguely heard a voice say. "I won't bother to wait then. I think you are going to be sometime!" then the car started and Ted drove away.
After what seemed an age, June came up for air and dragged me into the house.
"God I was so worried; Elaine and Mike told me what they had done, they expected you here last night. I was so convinced you wouldn't believe my letters and weren't coming. God I'm so sorry for what I...."
"June! You have got nothing to be sorry about. I have been a stupid arse. I wasn't here when you needed me. I'm the one who should been doing all the apologising."
No. No, You did what you thought was right. You warned me about Laslett. I was the stupid arrogant horse that was taken to the water but wouldn't drink. I'm sorry I...."
"June, I want no more apologises from you. I just want to know, if you will take me back after the way I have behaved?"
"What a silly question, after I have sat up all night waiting, hoping you would come home. I dissevered everything I got from you. I will never question or distrust your judgement again."
"June where are the girls?"
"Ah! Well, they went home with Mike and Wendy yesterday, Mike figured we might like some time alone."
"So you've been alone all night. I'm sorry I never read the letters until four this morning."
"That doesn't matter your home now and that's all that counts. Mind you I am feeling a little tired. How would like to join me in taking a little nap."
That's where the girl's found us when Mike and his wife Wendy brought them home in the afternoon.
The End, of my story anyway. I'll let your imagination take it from here. But personally I think a baby boy or two for them would be nice.
*
Author's note.
Love it? Hate it? Let me know. This is another one that I wrote some time ago.
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You know the drill by now! This is part four really. I hope you think it was worth the wait.
Part Four. There's a light at end. But it's a long tunnel!
"Um! I think you might all be barking up the wrong tree there."
Gail's comment caused all three at us to look at her. She looked me in the eyes and went just a little pink in the face then asked.
"Exactly how long has Angela been a friend of June's, Paul?"
Ever since I've known June. When Angela's not in one of her marriages or out Shag- er fornicating. She's always at my place. Why?
"Well you do know that she's, Um, Ambidextrous don't you!"
The three of us looked at Gail somewhat confused.
"Oh Shit! She's you know, Bi! Oh Christ, give me strength! When it comes down to it. Angela's a raving lesbian! Didn't any of you realise?"
We all sat in stunned silence, staring at Gail.
"What? No! Now don't go looking at me like that! I'm not one!"
"How do you know that she's Um. Er. Gay? She's been married a couple of times and she's out shagging some guy nearly every week. Jesus! I hear about her latest conquest all the time. She tells June every detail, and with her voice I can't help but overhear"
"That mat be. But, what sort of conquest? She doesn't really care what sex they are. Look. Do any of you remember the little blond girl. The one who was on reception a couple of year's back. Tina her name was. Nice girl, but a bit on the naive side. All the guy's were trying to get into her nickers. But her manager, Doris used to keep them at bay. Well, you must remember how she just vanished and left, with out giving notice or anything."
I vaguely recalled the girl and the incident.
"Well. When I was on holiday last year. I saw her on the beach in Benidorm. We got chatting and in the evening we went out for a drink together. She was very careful about her drinks, carried her own bottle opener and insisted that she was only given sealed bottles. Of course I was curious. So the following day I asked her why she was so careful. She didn't want to tell me at first, but by the end of the week she had a change of heart and took me away from my husband and her friend, to tell me the story."
"On the last day she worked here. It was a Friday and someone's birthday, so a lot of them went for a drink after work. Angela was there with her then husband and Tina thought she was safe sitting with them. As the evening went on Tina said the drink seemed to have more of an effect on her than usual. So when it was time for her to go home she was pleased when Angela and her husband said they would take her home. The trouble was; they didn't take to her own home. She assumes they took her to their place. Tina said she was as high as a kite and didn't know were she was. The next thing she remembered was Angela's husband having sex with her. She said things got hazy again then she became aware that Angela was doing things to her. Then Angela made her reciprocate. Later when she was beginning to come down, they gave her some more to drink and she was out of it again. Tina told me she really doesn't know how many times she had sex with them. Then she woke up on Monday morning, naked in bed at her own flat. She only had those few vague flashes of memory of the whole weekend."
"I asked her why she never went to the police and she said she was too frightened and embarrassed. She just quit her job and went back up north to her mothers place."
"Well that's how I know Angela is gay well extremely Bi anyway. Unfortunately for you Paul. You now have to find out weather Angela was trying to get you out of the way so that she could seduce June? Or was she wreaking vengeance on June for ending an affair. One of those seems the most likely reason to me for the events of Saturday night."
"Bloody hell Gail, I'm glad Mack brought you in on this. Assuming you are right and I think we have to believe you are. That scene of Junes upset everyone as well as me. If I threw June out, the only place she would be able to go, is to Angela's place. I think everyone else would be too disgusted or embarrassed to have her. I should think Angela's had a thing for June for years. She's been like a bloody stalker. No wonder she's always wound me up so much; I bet she's been trying to drive a wedge between June and me."
"She bloody-well succeeded this time." Mack observed "I think you need to get home and have a long talk with your June. And hold you're bleeding temper, June has been well and truly set up here. She had a lot of drink on Saturday night and from what Gail has said happened to Tina. It could be that Angela slipped her something as well."
"Fuck! The kids said, Angela never left Junes side all Saturday Night, I hope I'm not to late; can I have those reports Dave?"
"They're yours but you never got them from me!"
"Thanks. June must be feeling like shit. I just need to show her that I understand that she was set-up, and If she wants us to try and patch things up. I'm willing to give it a go!"
I left the office to make my way home. I hadn't gone half a mile when my mobile rang, so I pulled over too answer it. Gail's voice screamed out at me.
"Paul you have got to get back here as quick as you can. June's in the building and she looking for Angela. From what I can make out, I think she's going to kill her!"
I did a U-turn across the traffic. I heard some tyres screech, but felt no bangs. Then got back as quick as I could. Running directly to Angela's office I found June being restrained by Dave and one of his security guards. She was hysterically shouting obscenities at Angela, who was cowering, under her desk. Dave and the guard looked somewhat relieved to see me!
I just took June into my arms and she quietened down almost immediately. I led her out of the building without saying anything. Mack followed us out and when we got to the car he told me to get in the back with June, He was going to drive us home. June buried her head in my shoulder and started mumbling. I began to get worried that she might be having a breakdown. I could make out some of what she was saying.
"I'm sorry. I thought she was my friend but she lied to me. Why did she do that to me? I'm Sorry. How can you ever forgive me? Why did she do that to me?"
After that June got a completely incoherent and I got really worried. When we got home I called the doctor. He came around almost straight away; it appeared he was aware of some of the weekend's events. He gave June a jab that knocked out and he told me she should be out until about six or seven in the morning. He would call in as early as he could to check on her. Then he asked how I was. I told him that I was upset about my parents, but having found the source of my wife's problems I was feeling a lot better than I had been. He gave me some pills in case I had trouble sleeping and left.
Then I got the family together and told them what Dave had discovered about Angela's lies and what Mary had seen on Saturday night. I didn't mention the stuff that Gail told us about Tina and Angela. I still didn't know what Angela's motive was. Was she trying to get June into her bed? Or had she already done so and had taken revenge for June finishing it?
A few days later I was to discover that my worst fears were correct. June informed me that after twenty odd years of resisting, she had a lesbian affair with Angela. Mind you. June swears to me that she only gave in to Angela's advances after Angela had planted the idea that I was playing around and was having an affair in her head. Apparently the bitch had told June that I had tried to hit on her a few times in the past.
Ironically it was when Angela tried to strengthen her position with June, by coming up with the fake report from the private detective. That June surprised her by deciding that two wrongs don't make a right and broke of their sexual activities.
Shortly after that, Angela talked June into the idea of getting revenge on me for having an affair by shagging Roger Johnson, on our anniversary.
I got to admit I couldn't really follow June's logic here. How the hell was having sex with Johnson any different from having sex with Angela? Some day I might ask June to explain, but her mental state isn't to good at the moment so I'll have to leave that until another time.
Anyway there had been no plan for June to make the announcement that she did. June says she had planned to tell me that she was having a fling with Johnson after the party. Then she would have told me that if I didn't break off my affair she thought I was having with Sheila, she would continue to see Johnson.
On the night of the party June says she felt very strange. June didn't think She had drunk very much, but she felt like she wasn't in control. June says for most of the evening it was like someone else was in her body. She says she remembered me talking to her about her behaviour, but claims she just couldn't understand what she was supposed to have done wrong.
June remembered being in the bedroom and Angela taking her dress off, she said then Angela was kissing her. The next thing she was aware of, was Johnson telling her it was time for them to have sex. June knew she didn't really want to have sex with him, but she also knew she was going to tell me that she had. When they came down the stairs I was there so she told me and everyone else as well. She said that in her fuddled mind it seemed to be the natural thing to do. She cried when she told me that she really had no idea whether she had sex with Johnson or not. It appeared to be a great relief to her when I told her that Mary had assured me she hadn't, as she had been outside the door.
I've come to the conclusion that Angela drugged June at the party. June had little or no control over what she did or said that night. So I can't really hold her responsible for her actions. Now what happened before that night stays open to conjecture. After a lot of soul searching I decided that June had been under the influence of a very cunning manipulative character in Angela.
June claims that she had never felt a sexual attraction to Angela and says that she has no latent lesbian tendencies. June says that maybe Angela gave her something that caused her to loose her self control when they had together. On this I'm not qualified to have an opinion.
I don't really know why or what happened between June and Angela. I have no idea how long their affair it went on for. I'm am sorry to say, I feel sure that it went on for a lot longer than June admits. When I think back over the years, there were some little things that, with hindsight, should have made me suspicious.
So what happens now? I suppose I go on loving June. Has she lied to me about Angela? Will I ever really trust her again? I don't know? I don't think anything can take us back to what I thought we had. But I feel that as Angela is now completely out of the equation; June and I should try and get on with our lives together. We can only try.
-------------------------------------------------
Mother recovered quite well from her stroke, and went to live to live in Cornwall with my sister Marie and her family. Sheila's Greg managed to get a transfer with his firm and moved the family to Devon. Sheila and the family slip across the boarder most weekends to visit mother and Marie.
Shortly June and I are moving to Plymouth as my company is opening a new plant down there. I'm not going to say who's going to be the "Big Cheese", but I'm pleased Gail and her family are going to relocate with us.
What's that you say? Oh, What happened to Angela? She died of drug overdose, at some kinky party about eighteen months later. You might have read about it. It made all the papers; some Government Minister had to resign over the affair.
I escorted June to Angela's funereal and there weren't very many people there. After the service we walked around the gardens for a while and visited the commemorative tree we had planted for my father. I'm sorry to say that I felt a morbid sense of satisfaction when I saw the hint of smoke, rise from the crematorium's chimney. The witch has finally gone!
The End
Authors notes
The story about what happened to Tina when she went out with some works colleagues for a drink; was related to me in a bar in Italy, by a young lady, when she was a passenger of mine. Her behaviour where drinks were concerned had got me curious and I pushed her on it. It's surprising what people will tell you when they have trusted you with their life for a few days. As far as I know the people that Tina and Angela are based on, never met one anther.
June was a good friend of mine. Her marriage did not survive her liaison with Angela, who actually did die of a drug overdose, in a public toilet somewhere. I went with June to her funeral, which I believe June might well have paid for it; we were the only mourners there. June herself passed away as the result of breast cancer a few year's ago. I miss a good friend.
----------------------------------------------
This is a story "Wot I Rote" a few years ago and it has been posted elsewhere in the past, but hasn't been available for some time. To keep from getting moaned at, I've combined chapters 1&2 for posting. Personally I think it loses something by doing so, as it was originally written as a serial. Let me know what you think?
DC



        In Over My Head Ch. 01

        He hears a wager being discussed in a bar.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/in-over-my-head-ch-01

Title: In Over My Head Ch. 01

Author: The Wanderer

Category: Loving Wives

Description: He hears a wager being discussed in a bar.

Tags: bet, wager, revenge

Series: In Over My Head


This story is in five parts. Only part four can be considered a standalone story. What sex there is comes in part three, but it is in no way a stroke story. With any luck this time the parts should be posted on consecutive days. Oh and if you haven't liked my other stuff don't waste your time.
My thanks go to Techscan and LadyCibelle for their kind assistance with the editing of this story and correcting the usual clangers that keep my critics so happily amused. But I'm sure you'll find something you don't like in the story somewhere.
I would like to point out that my editors do not necessarily agree with my interpretation of the characters or the events portrayed. Any flack should be directed at me. This is a work of fiction and comes solely from my somewhat demented mind.
The Wanderer
*
Part 1. The Wager.
There I was, siting at the bar of my local pub after work one Friday afternoon; having a nice quiet drink. I was just about thinking that I might hang around until the kitchen opened at 6.30 and get myself a nice steak when the door flew open and in they came, the crowd from the office block over the road. It must have been someone's birthday or something. They tended to do this a couple of times a month and as usual they took the bloody place over, disturbing the tranquillity of the bar as they began feeding the bloody jukebox and made lots of noise.
There must have been about twenty or thirty of them all together, guys and girls. Looking them over, I figured most of them should really have been on their way home to their loving spouses. Then some of them started dancing. Christ, things aren't supposed to get lively until around here until about nine o'clock! Shit, the buggers killed the ambience of the bloody place for me.
OK, I'm a miserable old bastard, but that's my right. I've got my reasons for being pissed off with the world and office workers who drink too much, then do things they regret later.
'Oh, well' I thought, 'looks like it's going to be another take-away and a night in front of the bleeding telly again.' I still had my pint to finish so I would have to put up with the bleed'n Hooray Henries for a little while yet.
Just to put the kibosh on things, two guys settled into the stalls at the bar right next to mine. At this time on a Friday I normally have this corner to myself. I didn't want to hear their mundane conversation, but I didn't have much choice as they sat so bloody close to me.
"So you reckon Doug's going to get her then?"
"Dead bloody cert, my friend! Once lover boy decides he's going to have her knickers off, that's it! I've never known him to fail yet, I'll bet he'll be screwing her by the end of the month. You see if I'm not right?"
"But she's only been married a few years. I think he's bitten off more than he can chew this time. She's crazy about her Kevin. Never stops talking about him."
"Well, our Doug will soon get her squealing his name and begging for some more of his Lady pleaser. I've never known him to fail before and remember there's a hundred quid at stake on her. Graham reckons he's going to get there first."
'Hold on a minute.' I thought, 'Just what the fuck are these two arseholes talking about?' There appeared to be some wager going on to see which of two office Casanova's would be the first to get into some dumb married tart's knickers.
"So he says! But I can't see him getting young Dawn's knickers."
These guys had got right up my nose by now. They were casually discussing their arsehole friends having a bet on which of them was going to seduce someone else's wife. Now I didn't know who the hell these guys were talking about. But these arseholes Doug and Graham or whatever their names were had made themselves an enemy without even knowing it. From what little I had heard, they sounded just like the sort of arsehole who fucked up my life.
I suppose it was curiosity, or maybe it was temper, that made me order another pint; I needed to know more. I don't think it was a conscious thought but I think I just wondered whether there was some way I could, I don't know, kick the arsehole's' horse or something. You know what I mean, fuck-up the two Casanovas' plans. I hadn't been able to get at the bastard that fucked up my marriage, as someone else beat me to it. But maybe I could get these cunts by the short and curly's and if I was lucky, maybe save some other poor bugger's marriage.
"Here's the man himself. Take it from the horse's mouth." One of the wankers said, "What ya having Doug?"
A right flash looking guy, who had apparently just entered the bar, joined the other two wankers and asked for the latest 'In Drink'. I suppose the ladies would find him quite good looking and I would have put him to be about my age, maybe a little younger, 30-35-ish. He refused the barman's offer of a glass and taking the bottle by the neck holding it up by his mouth, the label suitably displayed outwards so that everyone could see what an 'In Guy' he was, drinking the latest designer brew.
Oh, shit, It looked like this guy was everything I hate in the world, all nicely rolled up into one big package. I can't stand fucking Posers!
You know it's funny, but I knew exactly what the Prick was going to do next. He was going to take a sip of his drink then turn around and lean back with his elbows resting on the edge of the bar, so he could have a good look to see who was admiring him. He wouldn't have the nonce to realise that most people in the place were thinking 'What a Bleeding Wanker'. Well, I was for one. Of course some of the naive women could well fancy him. They say some guys think with their pricks, but then again some stupid women don't think at all!
Yep, true to form. The bottle that he had only taken a sip from now dangled near his waist. But the label is still pointing out so it could be read.
Fuck, did I miss out on something at school, or do they run night-classes in Poser-arseholeism nowadays. All these Pratt's do the exactly same things. I'll bet he's got a flash car outside with a nice big noisy exhaust. They seem to think the bigger the exhaust and the more noise their car makes, the bigger everyone will think their prick is. Well, I suppose it makes a change from the old medallion man's medal, or the sock down the trousers.
The three arseholes dropped back into their conversation and I managed to glean that this Doug Prick was a supervisor. He had just completed the appraisals for the next pay round in the office. Apparently this Dawn and her old man were in a bit of a financial bind and the arsehole had given her a nice raise. His next move was to wave a promotion under her nose. But to get that, he was planning she was going to have put out for him.
Apparently the Graham character, whoever he was, was going to try for the straight seduction. But the three at the bar didn't think he would have much luck with that approach. But somehow or the other there was a hundred quid for the first of them to bring her knickers into the office.
"Right!" the Doug Character said, "A man's work is never done. Can't let Graham have her all to himself for too long."
He pushed himself off from the bar, swaggered over to one of the tables and invited a girl who had been talking to another guy to dance. She looked up at him, smiled and then followed him onto the dance floor.
"Well, that's pissed Graham off. I don't think he knew that Doug was going to be here tonight. He thought he was going to have Dawn all to himself," the nearer of the two Prats' at the bar said.
This was good; I now knew what Graham and Dawn looked like, so I would be able to recognise them in the future. But I still had no idea what I was going to do, or really even if I should get involved in this.
Bollocks, if that cunt who had written that anonymous note to me, had done so just a couple of weeks earlier, I probably would still be hitched now. Maybe not quite as happily married as I had been, but Anita and I would most likely still be living together.
No, if I had anything to do with it, this Kevin wasn't going to get an anonymous letter after it was too late for them!
I sat there for the next couple of hours. The two Pratt's at the bar carried on chatting about the wager that was going on but I didn't learn anything really useful. Other than that both the Doug and Graham arseholes apparently both had impressive reputations when it came to getting into the ladies' knickers.
But I also gathered that those reputations were mainly based on hearsay or the bragging the two of them did to the other guys in the office. Neither of the two guys at the bar appeared to have any first hand knowledge of their exploits, other than rumours and apparently both the arseholes at one time or the other were implicated in a couple of girls quitting their jobs. Oh, and I think I got the hint that Graham was concerned in some woman's divorce.
As the evening wore on, the office crowd were slowly replaced by the Friday night mob. I should definitely have been out of there by then and George the barman was growing curious.
I sat at the bar and watched Doug, Dawn and Graham play an entertaining game of musical chairs. They were sitting on a long bench seat with Dawn sitting between the two guys. Every so often one of the guys would ask Dawn to dance. When they came back Dawn would sit down a discrete distance form the other guy. But her dance partner would sit down as close as he could to her, often so close that they hips were touching. I assumed Dawn thought this inappropriate, as she would give a little wiggle and move away just a tiny bit. It was apparent she was too polite to make it too obvious. The other suitor would give his rival a look that could kill and then he would ask Dawn to dance. When they returned the whole little game of shuffle bum would start again from the other side.
Then quite suddenly just before nine, Dawn came back from the dance floor and sat in a chair beside another girl. I noticed Dawn was now looking at her watch quite often and her two suitors appeared to be ignoring her, having a deep but friendly conversation between themselves, not looking at or talking to Dawn.
Then I suddenly discovered why. The guy must be a bloody weightlifter or something; he was the size of a bleeding mountain and built like the proverbial brick shit-house. He strolled over to Dawn and gave her a kiss that told me his name was Kevin.
Doug and Graham must be bloody brain dead; this was not the sort of guy anyone would want to get on the wrong side of. But then Doug and Graham were a pair of arrogant arseholes. I don't suppose the idea of getting caught ever entered they're heads.
Dawn got up said her good byes to everyone, then she and Kevin left. I noted that Kevin didn't have a drink whilst he was there and put that down to him being a fitness freak.
Doug and Graham said good night to Dawn in a very nonchalant manner. There was no sign she had been the centre of their attention all evening and shortly after Dawn had left they also got up to leave. My two erstwhile companions got off their stools and a little unsteadily followed the other two Pratts out.
Well, there was no point in me hanging around any longer so I finished my pint and was collecting my gear off the bar when I noticed the record light was on my digital note taker. I couldn't for the life of me remember turning it on but I must have done so earlier in the evening.
When I got home I discovered I had turned it on when Graham had first come into the bar. I must have done that when my temper was up; it's surprising how you can not remember exactly what you did when your emotions are up. There was a lot of background noise on the recording but you could make out what they were saying.
Hey, this was going to be useful. All I had to do was get this Dawn to listen to Doug discussing how he was planing to screw her. If she had any sense she would tell him to f-off! Job done! It looked like this was going to be easier than I had first thought. But hold on though, this Doug needed to be taught a lesson.
I plugged the thing into my laptop, downloaded the whole recording and made a copy on a CD. Then I made a quick sandwich; I had been so into gleaning information I had forgotten to eat. Then it was a quick shower and bed.
End of Part One.
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I thank My LadyCibelle and Techsan for their rapid editing of this story. This is a story I wrote some years ago and I found it again the other day whilst tidying up my hard drive. I thought it would make a perfect epitaph to Otterley who is no longer with us. She liked this story a lot.

To Otterley

When Tony first noticed the car, he had almost stopped to ask for directions. However, the look on the driver's face made him change his mind. She had that "Go Away" look in her eyes. Tony did not blame her really, she was parked out in the middle of nowhere with two small children in the car and she didn't want some strange man stopping.
Tony drove on for maybe another half-hour before deciding that he was on the wrong road. The sun was setting on his left, and not ahead of him as it should do if he was travelling west. Tony had begun to regret taking the suggestion of the waitress back at the truck stop. He had asked her if there was a decent but reasonably priced motel around. She had asked where Tony was heading and when Tony told her she suggested that Tony turn off at the next intersection and go to the town of Huntly. There was a very good Hotel there, but as the town had been bypassed when the Freeway was built, they keep the prices down to try and attract customers. It was about half an hour off the freeway but tomorrow he could carry on out the other end of town and pick up the freeway further along.
The only sign of life Tony had seen was that one car since leaving the freeway nearly an hour ago. Convinced he had taken a wrong turn somewhere, Tony decided that his best bet was to go back to the freeway and try again. The car was still in the same spot as it had been earlier and as Tony approached it, he could see that the woman was still inside by the light from his headlights.
"Like it or not lady!" Tony thought "I'm not leaving a woman and kids sitting out here in the dark on this road," and pulled in front of her. As he walked up to her car, Tony made sure to shine his torch on himself so she could see his hopefully reassuring face. Making sure he didn't get to close to the car, Tony asked if she was having a problem and if he could be of any assistance, hoping his English accent would not alarm her.
In the back of Tony's mind was the story of the English tourist who got lost in Texas. He had managed to get himself shot when he inadvertently went to the back door of a house looking for directions. And Tony had heard, some American women carry guns in their cars!
She still looked a little apprehensive, but explained to him that the car had made horrible noises and just stopped. The engine was running but when she put the car in drive it didn't move.. She told Tony that she lived about four miles down the road, but she couldn't carry the children that far. So they had been sitting there for a couple of hours, hoping a police car or someone she knew would come along. Now the children were getting very hungry and restless.
Tony suggested that he could give her a lift home or, if she preferred, Tony could get a rope out and tow her to her home. That way she wouldn't have to get into a stranger's car. The tow home was gratefully excepted and Tony got a length of rope out, and prepared to attach it to the towing eye on the front of her car. She got out of her car and asked if she could hold the torch for him. As Tony handed it to her, their hands touched and something very strange happened. Tony can only say it was like an electric shock passed between them. She felt it too, and dropped the torch! They both said, "I'm sorry" and reached for the torch at the same time. Their heads collided with a crack and both grabbed at each other to stop themselves falling over. Half a dozen "I'm' sorry's" later they realised we were in each other's arms.
Tony told me that it was a mind blowing experience, holding this woman whom he didn't know just felt so right. For a moment their eyes met. Tony said they were the most beautiful eyes he had ever seen. They broke away from each other once more, saying "I'm Sorry!" and Tony quickly returned to attaching the rope in an embarrassed silence. She gave him instructions to her house and off they went.
As they drove it started to rain. Tony got quite wet because at every junction they came to, he had to jump out and run back to her to check they were going the right way. Eventually they arrived at her house. Talk about in the middle of nowhere. Tony couldn't see the lights of any other houses.
He disconnected the towrope whilst she took the children inside. By now it was pouring down rain and Tony was soaked. When he went to her door to say his goodbyes and ask her for directions to this Huntly Hotel she dragged him inside and saying after his kindness in helping her, there was no way she was going to let him leave until he had dried out and had a decent meal! Tony pointed out that her husband might not like it if he came home and found a strange man in her house. She said he wouldn't be coming home as he was doing thirty days in jail for getting in a barroom brawl.
In the light of the house Tony could see she was about 5' 3" quite slim with long dark hair, she was not what most people would call a raving beauty, but Tony found her very attractive. She told him her name was Holly, and asked what he was doing in the States.
Tony told her that it was a coincidence her name being Holly, as he had come to the States to marry his teen sweetheart who was also called Holly. Tony had met her and they had become sweethearts for three years whilst she lived in England, her farther being stationed there as a diplomat. Then five years ago her parents separated and she returned to Florida with her mother. The plan had been that Tony would come over to join her when she finished college and they would get married.
Things hadn't gone quite to plan, as Tony had a serious road accident about two months after Holly left. He had been in a coma for eight months, and spent nearly two years in hospital. It had taken another three years for him to get fully fit again and get his compensation sorted out.
When Tony came out of the coma there was a great stack of letters from Holly. They corresponded with each other every couple of days, for the five years they were apart. And so six months ago Tony flew to Florida, they fell into each other's arms and Tony reckons they didn't let go of each other for a week. They didn't leave their motel room for three days. But after the first few weeks, things weren't going so good. Holly was feeling a little claustrophobic. Although they had been planning on getting married for the last almost eight years, they had never formally been engaged to each other, and had both been playing the field a little. Holly said, and Tony believed her, that she loved him, but now things were going just a little too fast for her. So he had suggested that he would go off for a couple of months and tour the States. If Holly didn't want to marry him when he came back, they would call it a day and Tony would return to England. She thanked him for being patient with her, but as Tony had waited five years another couple of months was not going to make much difference. So that was why, Tony was travelling alone around the States.
Holly said that it was a romantic story and said that his "Florida Holly" was a silly girl if she didn't hang on to a handsome, chivalrous man like Tony.
Tony had a shower and changed into some dry clothes whilst Holly fed the children and put them to bed. Then Holly made a meal for Tony and herself. Tony found himself sitting down to a candle-lit dinner, when Holly produced a bottle of wine; he said he couldn't drink any, as he had to drive to the hotel tonight. Holly insisted that he wasn't going anywhere! She had a spare room and had already made up the bed whilst Tony had been in the shower. "For all you know I could be an axe murderer!" Tony commented. Holly told him not to be silly. She had been alone in his company for four hours, if he was going to do her any harm he would have done it hours ago and been over the State Line by now. They both laughed and ate their meal. After they had eaten, they sat in the lounge and talked about their lives, their loves and their hopes for the future. Just before they went to their separate beds, Holly said that there was a wonderful lake nearby. "It's a must see!" if you are in this part of the country. Before Tony left tomorrow she would take him there to see it, maybe take a picnic.
As Tony came down stairs in the morning he heard a man's voice in the kitchen and was unsure whether to make his presence known. But Holly called out for him to come into the kitchen. "This is my English Knight In Shining Armour" she announced as Tony walked into the room. Tony saw a large man standing by the door. "Meet Jake, Tony! He's going to take my car away and work his magic in it, he's the best mechanic in the State!" Tony noticed the big man blushing and thought to himself that he wasn't the only man around that was captivated by this enchanting woman. Tony went outside with Jake and helped him hook Holly's car up to his Tow truck. As they worked Jake said "Great girl, ain't she! It's a dam shame she fell in love with the arsehole she's married to! She could have the pick of the guys in town but she married that creep! He knocked her about once you know. When the guys from pool hall found out they kicked the shit out of him. He hasn't laid a finger on her since. Everyone tells her to dump the slob, but she won't! She says she loves him and is gonna stay with him!"
Tony and Holly went to the lake shortly after Jake left. They walked by the Shore carrying a child each. Holly said that Tony was going to make a good father and she was feeling rather jealous of his Holly.
Just after midday Tony said he thought he should take Holly and the girls home because he had better get moving soon. Holly looked at him and asked him to stay with her one more night! They both new they wanted each other. Could they just spend one night together? Then tomorrow he would leave and she would collect her husband from jail. Tony put his arms around Holly and kissed her.
The following morning Tony kissed Holly goodbye. They were both crying. Tony knew that he had left a great chunk of his heart with Holly. He wondered how come a man could be in love with two women at the same time. As he carried on with his travels he found the two women getting blurred together in his mind. He wasn't sure that he shouldn't go back and persuade this new Holly to come away with him. but he realised she loved her husband. She had spent a wonderful night with him, but she had known he would be leaving in the morning. If she had wanted him to stay she could have said so.
Tony went on with his tour seeing the West Coast, and then made his way back to Florida. Holly was waiting for him with the news that she was pregnant. They got married. Tony went to work for Holly's step-father in his construction company. They bought a little house. And six months later Tony Jr. was born and he was followed a year later by the twins Sheila and Annette.
Tony and Holly were happy with their lot. Tony progressed in his job. Holly got a part time job in real-estate. She had inherited her father's negotiation skills. And after a few years she was a partner in the business. As the years went by, Tony thought how lucky he was, he had a wonderful wife, three beautiful children and a lovely house. He had all but forgotten the night he had shared with his other Holly. But sometimes she would come to him in his dreams and he would wonder what might have been.
Then one day shortly before their tenth wedding anniversary Tony came home to find two extra cars in his drive. One was his father-in-law's. He went inside where he was met by his Holly's mother. She was crying and Tony could not understand what she was saying. Holly's stepfather took him into his den and told him. Holly had an inoperable brain tumour. She had known about it for sometime but had not told Tony as she wanted to spend what time she had left, being a mother and wife to her loving family, not a molly coddled invalid.
But her end was drawing near and the doctor had come to make arrangements for her to go into hospital. There was nothing he could do to keep her at home any more. Tony was devastated! How could he have not seen that Holly was ill. She had complained of a few headaches lately! Now he came to think of it, she had been taking more time off of work.
What kind of an excuse for a husband had he been. His father-in-law told him not to be silly. Holly did not want to be fussed over. She had wanted to enjoy her family while she could. His job now was to put on a brave face for Holly and help her go with dignity. Tony slowly went up the stairs to see the woman he loved.
Holly went into hospital the next day. Tony could only watch as his wife's condition deteriorated. He would sit with her every day whilst they waited for the inevitable to happen. One morning just before the end, Holly told him, after she was gone he had to find another wife. He told her that no woman could replace her. But she said that the children needed a mother, she had already told the children that she wanted Tony to find them a new mummy, and when he did they were to help Tony build a new family.
Holly died three days later. Tony's world collapsed around him, he started drinking and neglecting the children. In the end his in-laws had to get tough with him. They told him that if he didn't pull himself together they would go court and get custody of the children. He needed to be as brave as Holly had been!
Tony took their warning to heart, and thought maybe, if he went away for a while it might help. His father-in-law suggested that Tony borrow his Winnebago and take the children for a long holiday getaway from Florida for a while.
A week later they were on the road. They went up the East Coast and into Canada. Then right across Canada stopping off to visit some of Tony's old friends from England that had emigrated there. Down the West Coast to visit Hollywood. After nearly three months they started back across country towards home. Tony had got over that first heartbreaking pain of the loss of a loved one. But he knew life would never be the same again.
Whilst driving down the freeway a sign caught Tony's eye. "Huntly, Such A Nice Place To Visit." It brought memories back of the only other love in Tony's life, of one night of heaven so many years ago. Without a conscious thought he turned off of the freeway, Tony Jr. asked where he was going. Tony said that he had been here before and there was a great lake! Maybe they could do some fishing. Having turned off the freeway Tony struggled in his mind trying to remember which way he had travelled that night with Holly's car on tow. He knew in his heart he was not looking for the lake, but the house out on its own. Then to his dismay he found it. It had obviously been deserted for many years. He got out of the Winnebago telling the children to stay inside, he was just going to look for an old friend.
He looked into the long deserted house and in his minds eye saw Holly sitting with her children. He saw the candlelit dinner laid out on the table and saw the stairs leading up to the bedroom where they had spent that unforgettable night.
The children calling brought him back to reality and he got back into the Winnebago wondering what had become of Holly. As he pulled out of the track that led to Holly's old house, a pickup stopped to let him turn onto the road. Tony was aware of the driver taking an interest in them but after he was on the road he forgot the incident.
He drove on up to the lake. Things had changed somewhat. There was now a proper campground with several other mobile homes already there. Tony parked up and the children, like children always do, went off to find new friends. Tony started getting the Bar-B-Q out to cook dinner for the children, when he became aware of a police car pulling into the camping ground. It drove to where the children were playing and a Sheriff's deputy got out and spoke to all the children for a little while then he got back in his car and drove over to Tony. He said hello to Tony and explained that he came onto the camp every day to warn the children of the danger of wandering off into the woods. And he hoped Tony didn't mind that he hadn't spoken to him first. Tony said he was glad of the backup; they can't be warned enough.
As he was just about to get a coffee he offered the deputy a cup. He said thanks and got out of his car. They sat and talked for a while; the deputy was a good policeman because before Tony knew it, the deputy knew about his wife's death, their trip and even that Tony had visited Huntly before, although Tony made no mention of Holly.
The children returned looking for some food and Tony started cooking. The deputy got up to leave, and said "Look, there's a town picnic tomorrow, lots of fun and games for the kids. How about coming along as guest with me and the misses. I'm sure she would love to show off to her friends by having an English gentleman along! Tony wasn't too sure but the children had other ideas. So a date was made. The deputy said not to worry about food as his wife would take care of that and there wouldn't be room for the Winnebago so he would pick them up in his car at ten in the morning.
At ten sharp he arrived in the police car to collect them. As they neared the picnic site, the deputy put the siren on for a few seconds. Tony thought it a little odd but assumed he was just making an entrance. They drove right through the parking lot right up to a table near a large stage. When they got out the deputy introduced Tony to his wife. Tony's children teamed up with the deputy's children and disappeared into the crowd.
Tony was then introduced to what seemed to be a never ending line of people. He became a little uneasy, as he could swear that these people were purposely keeping his attention. When they talked to him he noticed that they always positioned themselves so that Tony would have his back to the picnic ground.
Then he heard someone talking on a P.A. system. Everyone went quiet and looked at the stage. A man who Tony assumed to be the mayor welcomed everyone to the picnic and started waffling on about the town's history. Tony lost the track of what he was saying because he had caught sight of Tony Jr. But he was dressed in completely different clothes to those he had been wearing when they arrived not ten minutes ago. Tony stared at his son, then realised that the mayor was still speaking.
The mayor was saying that "Jake had brought a special guest along, someone that most of the town knew about, and been waiting to meet for a long time. An English Knight In Shining Armour!" The mayor stopped speaking and looked over at Tony, who looked back at the Mayor for a moment before he realised that he was now the centre of attention for everyone there. As he turned to look at the crowd and the throng of people parted, at first he saw Tony Jr. but he was talking to the boy that Tony just had mistaken for him, and then he saw Holly standing behind them with tears rolling down her face. He became aware of Jake saying, "Don't just stand there, man! Go to her. She's been waiting a long time for you to come back! If you don't grab her quick there's plenty more in the queue" The two lovers ran to each other to the cheers of the crowd!
Epilogue
After Tony had left, Holly's life had taken a downward turn. Her husband kept on drinking and within three months had managed to overturn his tractor whilst he was drunk. He was severely injured and died a few days later. Holly was pregnant and she knew that she couldn't run the farm on her own, with three small children. So she sold the farm and moved into town. After she had her baby whom she named Tony after the man she believed to be his father, she got a job in the one café in town. After a couple of years when the old couple that owned the café retired, Holly used what money was left from the sale of the farm to buy the Café. She settled down to raise her children!



Jake had moved on from being the town's mechanic. He married the sheriff's daughter and had become a deputy shortly after. The money wasn't as good but he enjoyed the work and could finally get those oil stains out of his hands. Jake watched over Holly like a brother. Like most of the men in town he was sweet on her. There was a queue of men that would have liked to marry her. But there had only been two men in Holly's life and without being rude she made it clear there was no room for any more.
Holly had great nature and everyone liked her as she would always help anyone in need. The fact that she did make known that there was no room for any new men in her life meant that none of the women in town thought her to be the threat to their marriages that a pretty young widow could have been. On the contrary most of the women in town would go to her for advice with their problems. So she became a much loved member of the community. The only cloud for a while was young Tony, as he began to grow; his looks and blond hair made it obvious to everyone that her husband hadn't been his father. Jake was the only one in town who knew about Tony's visit.
After a few years Jake had persuaded Holly to let the story of Tony's visit out., stopping the tongues wagging and taking the pressure off every blond guy that lived within a fifty mile radius. So Tony's visit had grown into a town legend and rumours of his pending return would circulate frequently. These were not vindictive rumours but more like the wishful thinking of the people who had grown to love Holly but knew she wasn't happy. They thought she deserved a break in life.
Jake had been cruising in his patrol cruiser when one of the locals flagged him down. The man told Jake about seeing a Winnebago pulling out from Holly's old farm. Jake said It was probably someone looking for somewhere to park for the night. The man agreed but said the odd thing was he could have sworn that Holly's boy was in the Winnibago. But it couldn't have been him because the man had seen young Tony in town as he left. Jake asked which way the Winnebago had gone? The man said towards the lake. Jake thanked him and carried on with his patrol, then a thought crossed his mind.
He had already been up to the camp ground once that day. But if his hunch paid off, it would be well worth his effort. As he drove into the grounds he spotted the new arrival. But he drove over to the playground first. When he got out of his cruiser he couldn't believe his eyes. It was as if Holly's boy Tony was playing on the swing, God they could have been twins. He called the kids over and gave his little lecture about not going into the woods alone because it was so easy to get lost. But all the time he was thinking about Holly.
He managed to extract from Tony Jr. that their mother had recently past away. Jake thought to himself that it wasn't right that he should feel pleased to hear that these children had lost their mother. But in his heart he was so pleased for Holly. He was sure that in the Winnebago he was going to find Tony. He also knew that Tony, even if he didn't know it, was here looking for Holly.
As Jake drove over to the Winnebago he could see Tony lighting up the Bar-B-Q. When Jake stopped, Tony came over and they started talking. Jake couldn't remember what they talked about. He did think it a little humorous that Tony had failed to recognise him. But then why should he? Ten years ago, Tony had met a greasy mechanic for maybe fifteen minutes and with Holly around who would be looking at a mechanic. Come to that Jake couldn't recognise Tony at first. When Tony had offered him a coffee, he sat and talked to Tony for over an hour, during which time he knew he had his man. But how to bring Tony and Holly together. With the town's church picnic tomorrow, if he could get Tony to go they would surely bump into one another. So Jake invited Tony to the picnic. With a little persuasion from the children, Tony agreed to come.
Feeling pleased with himself Jake went home to tell his wife how clever he had been to find Tony and get him to come to the picnic, where with any luck, Holly and he would meet up. Jake's wife said there was not going to be any luck involved and picked up the phone. She choreographed half the towns folk to make their meeting memorable.
As you have already read, her plan was a success and less then two weeks later the whole town turned out for the biggest wedding Huntly had ever seen. The delay was due to the fact they had to await the arrival of Tony's family from England and his in-laws from Florida, who were pleased to give their blessing to the union. They did not even bat an eye that there were now two Tony Junior's that could have easily been taken for twins!
The end
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Part 2. An Interesting Idea.
The following morning I sat in my kitchen drinking coffee and tried to think how I was going to get to Dawn and what I was going to do about the two lechers that were after her. I didn't know this Dawn or her husband Kevin so a little inside knowledge would be helpful.
After digging around in the bureau for a while, I found one of my wife Anita's old address books. Thumbing through it I found the number I was looking for. Now it was all down to nerve; could I call a friend of Anita's and ask her for some information? Well, why the hell not? If I tell her what I'm up to, with any luck she'll understand why I'm doing it and help me. But then again she could tell me to piss-off. Still, nothing ventured, nothing gained. I dialled the number.
"Kara, it's Martin Shaw."
"Oh, hello, Martin, how are you keeping? I haven't seen Anita for months, you know."
As I feared Kara had gone straight onto the defensive, and it was what I expected. Either that or she would tell me to F-off, but at least she was being civil.
"No, Kara, I'm not calling about Anita. I saw her the other week and she says she's fine, I only wish I were! She is looking a lot better, now she's not with him anymore."
I'd run into Anita in the supermarket one day a few weeks back. It had been one of those embarrassing meetings where we didn't really know what to say to each other. You know it's very hard to know how to behave when you meet someone you are in love with but can't be with anymore. I know I found it painful and will not use that store again as I think that's where Anita must be working. She must have a job as she has never taken any money from our bank accounts.
"It broke my heart when you two split up; I really don't know what she saw in that creep."
"Sorry, Kara, but I didn't call you to talk about Anita and me. It's someone else's marriage that I'm worried about at the moment. I don't want to see another couple go the way Anita and I did. I think I'm in on the ground floor and might be able to put a stop to things before they get out of hand. But I need some information and you're the only person I can think of to get it for me."
"I'll help you if I can. What is it you want to know?"
"I'm right in remembering you're the personnel manager for "Archers, aren't I?"
"Yes and no. I'm the assistant personnel manager, but you know that the files there are confidential. I can't tell you anything about the people who work for Archers."
"Look, this is important. Can I come around and tell you what is going on. I think it's in Archers' interests for you to give me the information I need."
"Sure, you can come around if you like. But you're going to need a good reason to get anything out of me on Archers' staff."
"Great. Is Reg there now?"
"Yes, but what has Reg got to do with it? Oh, of course, you don't want any misunderstandings. Really, Martin, I think you have gotten a little paranoid. I'll tell Reg you're coming. I don't think he has plans to go out; so you're safe. He will act as our chaperone."
"Thanks, I'll be around in half an hour."
Being that I was in all but name a single man, I didn't want Kara's husband Reg, or any husband come to that, to get the wrong idea.
"Look, Kara, when you find the woman you have trusted for ten years is running around on you, you get a whole different prospective on finding a wife alone with another man. I have no intention of ever getting into a compromising situation myself."
-----------------------
Less than half an hour later Kara and I were sitting in her kitchen drinking coffee, as she listened to the recording. Well, parts of it; I jumped it about a bit and with a little difficulty located most of the relevant passages. With a four hour recording, that wasn't quite as easy as it sounds.
Then Kara literally took over, I hadn't expected her to jump straight in as an ally.
"The bloody bastard!" Kara exclaimed, "He'll get the bleeding sack for this if I have anything to do with it. Thanks, Martin, can I have a copy of that recording for my boss to listen to?"
"Hold your horses, Kara, don't go off half cocked! He hasn't actually done anything yet. Could you swear it is his voice on that recording? They only used Christian names. Try throwing that at him and you could well finish up on the wrong end of an industrial tribunal."
"Bugger! Of course you're right. What can we do then?"
"I figured I'd talk to Dawn. I was only going to warn her off. But if you want to make it official, with any luck when this Doug puts the squeeze on her, she can make a complaint of sexual harassment."
"With us, Oh I'm sorry! You. I've got no right to interfere in what goes on inside your company. Anyway, if you are keeping close tabs on things and can get a recording of his actual propositioning her, you've got him!"
"And what do we do if Dawn doesn't play ball. She might want that promotion and I can't promise it to her."
"Simple. I had that worked out already. I'll quietly let her old man know what's going on. I should imagine he'll soon put a bloody stop to it. But then we have the problem that it could get very messy. You should see the blighter. He's a bloody man mountain."
"Yeah, Kevin is on the large size. I've met him a few times. But I think he's more likely to kill Douglas. Kevin's supposed to have a terrible temper."
"Then let's hope Dawn plays ball."
We talked for another hour or so before I went home. Kara said she was going to try and set up a meeting during lunchtime the following week between the two of us and Dawn. She wanted me there, as I had actually witnessed the guys discussing Dawn's seduction.
----------------------------------------------
Kara called me in my office about ten-thirty on the Monday morning and asked me if I could meet with her and Dawn at lunch time. We arranged to meet in the "Plough". (No, I don't spend my whole life in there.)
Shortly after Kara rang, her boss called me and thanked me for letting them know what was going on. Typical company man, he was more worried about the firm getting into trouble for sexual harassment than he was about what the consequences were likely to be for Dawn and Kevin's marriage. That was to come back and bite him, but that story comes later.
At twelve o'clock I was waiting in the Plough when Kara and Dawn came in. I brought them both a drink and we ordered lunch.
Poor old George the barman was very confused. Since I had broken up with my wife he had never seen me in the bar with any female company. Now I was sitting there, having lunch with two very beautiful young ladies and what with me staying late on the Friday night he was dying to know what was going on.
For those of you that aren't regular pub goers, on quiet nights a good barman will get quite an insight into his regular customers' lives. Now poor old George was trying to understand why I was doing things that he thought were completely out of character for me.
The three of us had settled at a quiet table, then Kara put the ball in my court when she turned to Dawn and said, "Dawn, this is Mr Shaw, the gentleman I told you about. As I told you he called me over the weekend as he was very perturbed about what he overheard being discussed in here on Friday evening. Would you like to tell her Martin?"
I hadn't been prepared for this, but luckily I had edited the recording that I had made on Friday evening. I pulled the recorder out my pocket.
"I suggest you listen to this yourself, Dawn, and I would suggest you put these earphones on. We don't want everyone in the place to hear it."
Dawn, with a somewhat confused look on her face, put the earphones on and I pressed the play button. The confused look promptly disappeared and Dawn's face went through a wide range of different colours and expressions as she listened to the conversation. Involuntary comments came from her mouth at intervals as she listened, I don't think she was aware she made them.
"The bastard. --- How dare he say that. --- You bloody sod. --- That's what you bloody think."
Dawn went on and on. Kara and I just sat and smiled at one another. Dawn was going to play our game.
It only took about fifteen minutes for Dawn to listen to the edited highlights and when the recording ended, she was after someone's blood. It was all Kara and I could do to stop her going back to the office right then and confronting Doug. But in the end we did manage to persuade her to do things our way.
After we told her that Kara's plan was to get a recording of Doug propositioning her, she was all for it. So I introduced her to a digital recorder I had purchased for the purpose and showed her how to use it.
I must say she was very ingenious as to where she was going to hide it. I don't think I would have thought of that, or maybe I would but I would have had an embarrassing moment while I suggested it. She did have the most impressive pair of Bristol's, the little recorder just disappeared down between them quite nicely. Oh yes, we did a quick test record to make sure the microphone would still pick up. Oh, to be a digital recorder!
Kara instructed Dawn exactly how to handle Doug and told her she was available on the office phone any time Dawn thought she needed assistance. She also told Dawn she was to let her know if anyone in the office invited her for a drink after work.
Then Dawn turned to me. "Mr Shaw, if you don't mind me asking, why did you want to get involved with my problems?"
I looked at Kara. She was slightly embarrassed I think, I don't know how much Anita had told her. They were good friends, but not what you might call bosom buddies.
"Well, to by honest with you, Dawn. My wife was seduced by a real sod. I mean it, she was seduced. I'm sure she wouldn't have set out to cheat on me. As far as I can make out he had her spell bound. I think they only had proper sex together once and she swore to me that she wouldn't do it again."
Kara was listening just as closely as Dawn was, so I gathered that Anita had not told her the story.
"My wife begged me to forgive her and said she loved me. I wanted to and tried my hardest to, but I couldn't get over it. Every time I didn't know were she was I would be wondering what she was doing. My trust for her was gone."
"Oh, I'm so sorry."
"So am I. I loved Anita and I still do. I don't know if I will ever get over the heartache. People tell me to move on and start again. But I can't, I will never be able to love another woman like I loved Anita."
"After the way she treated you, you must be bloody mad." Kara took me by surprise. "She went and shacked up with the bastard."
"I don't think Anita's mind was all that well balanced when she moved in with him. You've got to remember we had been trying to make a go of it for months and I wasn't the easiest person to live then. I think the strain was really showing by the time she moved out. That's one of the reasons I didn't try to talk her out of leaving me. We really should have seen a counsellor in the beginning. By the time she left I think she was very near to having a breakdown."
"Martin, there you go again. You're blaming yourself for what Anita did."
"I don't think I am. I'm saying we should have seen a counsellor. Maybe I could have gotten over it."
Dawn, who had gone quiet, suddenly said, "Your wife was a lucky woman. I should think a lot of men wouldn't have tried to forgive her."
"I know she was a victim of a wolf who preyed on naïve women. He beat her up in the end and nearly killed her."
The conversation was upsetting me now so I pulled the subject back to the matter in hand.
"So, young lady, when I heard them talking on Friday and discussing the bet, I decided that I didn't want your marriage to go the same way as mine. Forewarned is forearmed."
"What bet?"
"Didn't you hear them? There is £100 to the first of them to bring your knickers into the office."
"Oh, god, no! I heard them discussing a bet but I didn't realise that is what they meant. How could they do that? They were laughing at me."
"And that is why I called Kara. Although I wasn't thinking along the lines she has."
"Thank you. Mr Shaw, you are a nice man. I think your wife was very silly to mess around on you."
"You're welcome. Anita fell under the influence of an evil man. I don't think she had a chance of outwitting him. Just make sure you don't get caught in the same trap."
-------------------------------
Well, for the next week or so nothing much happened. But I was still angry at what Doug had planned. Getting him the sack was one thing but an arsehole like him would probably soon get over it. Surely I could do something else.
I had learned his address from Kara so I staked out the place a couple of evenings. One night he came out with a woman I assumed was his wife. She was a very good looking young lady. Why do all these arseholes cheat on their lovely wives? I think I could understand the bastards if they were married to a dog.
I followed them to a nearby restaurant and after sitting outside for a while decided to go in and have a meal as well. To be honest at the time I didn't know what I was doing there. But this guy had really gotten under my skin.
I sat quite close to them. Luckily Doug had his back to me but I don't think it would have made any difference. He was so into himself that he would never have noticed me. I was a little worried that he might have remembered me from the pub on Friday night. But I wasn't wearing a skirt, was I. The Pratt most likely only had eyes for the ladies.
I could just about hear the conversation between him and his wife, and it only re-affirmed my opinion of him. He was talking down to his wife all evening. I don't think I have ever heard someone talk to his wife like that in public and she hardly ever smiled. Not a proper smile anyway. Well, that is until her eyes met mine, I smiled at her and for a brief moment I saw a little light in those eyes.
It struck me, as Doug had a reputation as a lady's man, he must have his wife right under his thumb. You know he had her on the back-foot, so to speak, I doubt she would dare question what he got up to when he wasn't at home and I somehow had the feeling she was happier when he wasn't about.
Then a wicked idea began to form in my head. I'm not a bad looking bloke. Why don't I see whether I can beat Doug at his own game? That hint of a smile she gave me was all the encouragement I needed.
I was going to try and steal Doug's wife.
End of part two
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Part 3, The Tables Turn
Right, I had decided to steal the arsehole's wife. Surely that can't be too hard to do? Christ, an arsehole had managed to get my wife to betray me, when I treated her as a queen and she loved me. Now there's no question about that, so don't all you 'know it all's' try telling me she didn't. Anita got caught up in the moment.
This Doug appeared to me to treat his wife with contempt, he ran around shagging every bird he could get his hands on. Very shortly he was going to be out of a job. No matter what he told his wife; someone was going to let her know exactly why he did get fired. I wonder who that was going to be?
OK, having made my decision. All I had to do is find out how to go about doing it. I already had one instruction manual in my wife's written confession to me as to how that arsehole had seduced her and what they had done. I hoped it was as detailed as I had asked. You know, I had never read the bloody thing, but I did now.
Now! That was not a good idea! I love Anita and reading how that Pratt conned her really upset me.
Still I had put my emotions aside. I was intending to take another man's wife away from him. You do get that, don't you? I wasn't looking to have an affair with her; I was going steal her from him completely.
That was the difference between him and me, you see. If I had an affair with her, I would the same kind of arsehole as he is. I was intending to break-up his marriage and offer her the opportunity to come and live with me.
That's not too bad an offer, you know. I've got plenty of money, a nice house and I'm not a bad looking bloke. I guess I was five or six years older then her, but that's not an uncommon age difference. I do know how a lady should be treated and to really clinch it, I have been bloody lonely since my wife left me.
Now from reading what had gone on with Anita, it appeared to me that the trick was not to put the lady on her guard when you first got to know them. So I had to engineer a meeting with her that wouldn't make her suspicious, then slowly and quietly get closer to her.
No, wait just a minute. If I could catch her when her defences are down? Now that was going to call for timing. I would need to get to know her before the shit hits the fan over Dawn. Then when Doug gets the push and his wife finds out it was because he was trying to get into Dawn's pants, she should be feeling very low.
A nice new friend, who boosts her self-esteem, I should be at least half-way there. Then if I can somehow show her what her so-called loving husband has been up to in the past, the job might be done. Well, I hoped it would. I was on new territory here.
Kara was happy to tell me that Doug's wife's name was Leanne. They had been married for ten years and there were no children in the marriage. That was one thing I didn't have to worry about. Kids could have been a complication.
Kara had done some snooping around and had come up with the names of three women whom Doug was reputed to have had a fling with in the past. Apparently they had all left the company and Kara thought there could be some connection between their leaving and their affairs with Doug. There were two women still on the payroll whom Kara had reason to believe had also had a thing going on with Doug. But we couldn't approach them as we didn't know if they were still what you might call 'active'.
I hadn't told Kara what I was planning to try to do with Leanne. I don't think she would have approved somehow.
Now having money came in handy. I called a private investigator that we have used at the office on occasions. I got him to put some staff on tracking down the women who had left Archers and to get me a full profile on Leanne. Where she went and what she liked, everything, with daily reports on Leanne. Time was short so I had to get to know Leanne before Doug made his play for Dawn.
They came up trumps on the staff who had left. One of them claimed that she had a thing going with Doug until he tried to make her have sex with his boss so he could have a lever on him. Christ, the bugger wanted to blackmail his boss. That report went straight to Kara and we both wondered whether he had succeeded in getting any of his other conquests to acquiesce.
Kara went through the yearly appraisals in Doug's records and came to the conclusion that he probably had. According to his records he had been the model employee for the last three years and never put a foot wrong, whereas his older appraisals were not what you would call glowing. Kara didn't go into details.
Leanne, to my regret, was into the fitness thing and went to the gym for a couple of hours every morning before going on to her part-time job at a children's nursery. Then she would go to the library for an hour or so before going home. She was apparently into reading romance novels. This I took to be a good thing, perhaps she wanted some romance in her life. I was hoping to be just the man to put it there.
But the only place I could see to break the ice with her was at that bloody gym. No, I'm not into the fitness thing. Bugger, I'd have to put on a bloody good show and hopefully not kill myself in the process.
A quick phone call got me membership and an immediate appointment with a personal trainer. I wasn't looking forward to this but somehow I managed to fall on my feet again. The trainer turned out to be the daughter of an old friend. I had known Abigail since she was a baby (she was the result of a tryst behind the bike sheds at school). Her parents and I had always been friends.
"Uncle Marty!" Abigail cried as I walked through the door. "What are you doing here?"
Abigail was no fool; she had known me all her life. She knew I wasn't there to get fit. As she was showing me around the place and how to use the equipment, she was pumping me for all she was worth. In the end I told her that I wanted to get acquainted with someone.
"Uncle Marty, you randy old man. Who are you after? I'm sure I can help you to arrange something."
"Abigail."
"Oh, come on, uncle Marty, you need someone in your life now that auntie Ann has gone. Sorry, should I have mentioned her?"
"Abbie, Anita was part of your growing up. Never be afraid to talk about her to me."
"Thanks, but come on, tell me, who's the lucky lady you're after? I can put you together on machines next to each other."
"She's a married woman, Abbie. I don't want you to get into trouble for being involved."
"Hey, I'm not a child anymore and there's so much hanky panky going on around here, no one will ever notice. I caught a bank manager and a local counsellor's wife at it in the sauna last week. No names though; my lips are sealed and I got a loan for my new car out of it, at very low interest."
"Christ, you're worse than your father. He's always been a wheeler dealer!"
"Like father, like daughter. I've still got my student loans to pay off yet."
"I've told you before, if you ever need money - - - ."
"Uncle Martin, like I said before, while I can, I'll stand on my own two feet, but I really appreciate the offer. Now who's this woman you're after?"
"All right, Leanne Mitchell."
"Leanne, that's marvellous. Her husbands a right Prick.
"Abbie!"
"Well, he is. He used to come here and had the cheek to try it on with me. He got short shift, I'll tell you. He stopped coming after Leanne started; clipped his wings a bit having the wife about. I wonder if she did it on purpose? You know, to stop him chatting up the other ladies."
After that I let Abbie get on with it. She showed me the machines and how to use them. Then she told me to be there just before nine in the morning; she was Leanne's personal trainer as well and she planned to put us on machines next to each other. But she wanted me settled before Leanne came in. She said until I got to know Leanne a little, it was best if she brought Leanne over to me. Abigail also warned me not to look too interested; Leanne was pretty adept at handling wolves.
---------------------
With more than a little trepidation, I presented myself for Abbie's inspection the following morning, dressed in my new track suite and trainers. Christ, those things make your bloody feet sweat.
Abbie put me on a training cycle and after playing with the controls, told me to watch the door in the mirror wall. I was to sit there and wait, then when I saw the door open I was to start pedalling and keep the meter reading five, no more or I wouldn't last the course. She was going to put Leanne on the cycle next to me.
I thought it strange that there was no one else in the gym as there were half a dozen or so men in the changing room. Abbie told me she had put all the others in the other gym. It was a big place.
About five minutes later I saw the door start to open and began to pedal for all I was worth. Big mistake, the meter went up to fifteen and Abbie told me to slow down the moment she came into the room. She came over with Leanne and promptly turned my mistake into an advantage.
"Mr. Shaw!" Abbie scolded me, "Take it easy, this is only your first day. You must work up to things slowly or you could do yourself some injury. Leanne, would you mind keeping an eye on Mr. Shaw for me? I've got to go and check something in the office."
"Of course I will, Abigail, you've always been so helpful to me."
'Abigail, I could kiss you' I thought. She was just as savvy as her father.
Leanne and I started talking right away and shortly Abbie returned and moved us both onto one of those bench things and had us helping each other with the weights. Then we were on the walking machines. I had a problem working out why we were on walking machines, Christ, I walk around all day, don't I? But I don't ever suggest you trying to argue that one out with your personal trainer. I know I was sorry I mentioned it.
Leanne and I got on very well and somehow without making it too obvious (I thought), I managed to invite her to join me for a coffee. She said she usually had a sauna and a swim, but a coffee sounded nice. Why didn't I keep my bloody mouth shut? Ah well, there was always tomorrow in the sauna and pool.
We went down to the coffee lounge and sat talking about nothing until it was nearly time for Leanne to got to work. Then she suddenly said to me.
"Didn't I see you in the restaurant the other night?"
"Yes, you did. I wasn't sure it was you though."
"I thought it was you. It's a small world, isn't it?"
For a moment I had thought she had sussed me. But, if she had, she let it pass.
"Yes, its surprising who you run into, isn't it. Who was that you were with the other night? Your husband?"
Leanne's face said all I wanted to know. At the mention of Doug her face dropped for a moment but she quickly recovered her composure, showing that bright smile she hadn't been showing in the restaurant. Ah, so maybe she wasn't the loving wife anymore. Maybe she'd had enough of Doug's antics. Could be I had my timing just right. I certainly hoped so.
For the rest of the week we exercised together. No, that's not right. Leanne exercised, I knackered myself trying to keep up with her. Anyway things went very well and we started sharing one of the saunas on the second day. God, she looked good in her leotard but I had one hell of a problem controlling myself when she was only wrapped in a towel.
It was while we were in the sauna that I realised that my job had already been done for me. Leanne was very quietly and surreptitiously enquiring about my life. I came to realise, even if she didn't, Leanne was on a fishing trip herself; maybe not for an affair, but for friends. It appeared she was a very lonely woman. From what she did say I soon began to comprehend she wanted out of her marriage and away from a man whom she had grown to despise.
I didn't push things because I didn't know if she realised what she was doing. But I made sure she knew that I was quite happy with a platonic relationship and would offer her any assistance she needed.
By the middle of the second week she had told me how Doug had been playing around ever since they had been married. She said she had no proof but she had smelt the scent and found the strange hairs. At times he would turn cold to her when he had a girlfriend. But then he would turn all lovey dovey again when the affair was over.
By now she was sitting on the same bench as me when we were in the sauna and sometimes we were quite close to one another. I carefully started gently touching her arms and hands, just the odd touch to attract her attention as I said something. I don't know where I heard that those little touches are meant to show affection and I was pleasantly surprised when she did the same to me.
Slowly something I hadn't really expected started to happen. I had started to fall in love with Leanne.
On the Monday of the third week the shit hit the fan. Doug propositioned Dawn and the sky fell in on him. God, I would have loved to have been there. Dawn and Kara had a code set up between then. When Doug called Dawn into his office, Dawn had sent Kara a text that told her Dawn thought it was going down. Shortly after, Dawn told Doug to stick his appendage in a coffee grinder. Kara, her Boss and two security men escorted Doug from the building.
On the Tuesday Leanne never turned up at the gym. I got Abigail to call her to make sure she was all right. Leanne told Abbie she was fine and would be at the gym as usual on Wednesday.
Wednesday morning Leanne and I had our usual work out. Leanne was very quiet and didn't say anything, until we got into the sauna. Once inside she told me that her husband had been fired from his job. Apparently he had got drunk on the Monday evening and had stayed in bed most of Tuesday. Leanne had taken it on herself to call Archers and ask why he had been let go and had been told by a woman in the personnel department that he had sexually harassed a female member of the staff.
Leanne said she had spent the rest of the day trying to figure out the logistics of leaving him and had gone to see a solicitor. But her problem was she had little money; the solicitor told her she would get half of everything in a settlement. But it appeared that there was very little cash in the bank. Leanne didn't know what Doug did with the money. I suspect he knew Leanne would catch him one day and quietly moved all the spare cash to an offshore account somewhere. He was good; my accountants never did find it.
Leanne never went home again. At my invitation she came home with me and moved into one of my spare rooms. I, with the help of a couple of friends went round to collect her clothes and things. These guys had done some heavy work (partly on my account) in the past and one of their wives stayed with Leanne whilst we went.
After at first arguing with us, Doug decided that discretion was the better side of valour and allowed us to remove everything Leanne wanted. I think he was confused that a police car was parked by the curb, but the officers didn't need to get involved. I knew that if Doug had stepped out of line, he'd have found himself in the nick before his feet touched the ground. It's good to have friends.
Leanne settled in and over the next few months we grew close. Now don't go kidding yourselves, we are not in love like I was with Anita.
But I think we were in love. We were sharing my bed well before her divorce was final. It was an eye opener for me. I still loved Anita but I also loved Leanne. I think now I knew what Anita must have felt when she was first under that arsehole's influence.
Leanne asked for nothing. She behaved like the perfect wife although we were not married. I was still married to Anita; we never had made our separation legal.
Sex with Leanne was unbelievable. When you've been celibate for a year or so, it's fantastic to get back into action. But if I really had to choose, Anita was the better of the two. Not that anyone would want to kick Leanne out of bed.
It was many months later that Leanne finally told me she had me taped from the beginning. She had noticed me watching the house and recognised my car when Doug and her had left the restaurant. She had also been aware of the female private detective asking questions about her. When I turned up at the gym, she guessed it was a set-up and had over-heard Abbie call me 'uncle' a couple of times.
I asked her why she had played along and not challenged me.
"I was lonely and you seemed a nice man. Abigail is a sweet kid. If you were connected to her, I knew you wouldn't mean me any harm. And then I fell in love with you. But why did you chase me?"
"Now that is a complicated story. Can't we just say I fancied you?"
"No, you can't. Samantha told me all about you when you went to get my stuff from the house. I know that Doug didn't seduce Anita. So why were you taking your revenge on him?"
Now some women can be very dumb sometimes. How come I manage to find one who has suddenly got so bloody clever? After all, she was dumb enough to marry Doug in the first place; now she had me taped.
Well, the game was really up. I told Leanne the full story. When I finished, she came over and gave me a hug, said I was a nice, kind-hearted man, and that she and Dawn were very lucky those guys had sat by me in the pub that day. Then she took my hand and led me into the bedroom.
"I want to thank you for helping me and Dawn," she said. "And show you how much I love you."
I was just beginning to realise how lucky I was that those two wankers had sat by me in the Pub that night as well.
Well, that's it. I've got myself a lovely new common law wife and we are very happy together.
What the hell happened to Doug? I must admit I really don't know. He couldn't get another job locally, as Archers would not give him a reference for obvious reasons. He did try to use a forged one but got caught out on that. He was forced to sell the house to pay Leanne's divorce settlement. As I said, my accountants couldn't find any other cash.
Being the vindictive bugger I am, and figuring he must have stashed a fair proportion of his not inconsiderable salary abroad over the years, I arranged for the Inland Revenue to give him some strife; once those buggers get their teeth into you, they never let go. Leanne had a good memory as to what their household expenses had been, so the IR was looking for the interest on a good few hundred thousand. As far as I can gather Doug eventually left the country. Either that or he did a bloody good disappearing act.
The End (or is it?)
Two more chapters.
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Part 4 – Anita's Story
I push the stiff door open, stagger inside, collapse onto the scruffy old bed, put my head in my hands and have my nightly cry. How had I brought myself to this, living in this tatty little bed-sit on my own. I had a good life, a nice house with a gentle loving husband who had given more than I ever wanted. But I had thrown all that away.
I had turned that good man into monster, who would find fault in everything I did. Who would drive me insane with his constant unspoken questions, about where I'd been and who I'd been with. In the end I couldn't stand it anymore and felt forced to leave him. But it was I who had turned him into the man he is now.
You will never believe how it started. One of the girls in the accounts department where I work, had got pregnant and decided she wasn't coming back after she had the baby, she was going to be a stay at home mum.
My boss told me that if I went to night classes and learnt how to use the accounts software they were using, I could have her job.
It was more money and I thought it would be much better than the work I was doing, so I looked into what courses the local college was running. They had a ten week course starting in a couple of weeks later, it was just what I needed and the timing was perfect.
When I got home from work that night I told my husband Martin about the job offer and the night school course. He as always, was very enthusiastic and encouraged me to go for it. That was Martin all over back then, he was always so supportive of anything I've ever wanted to do.
When I think of all the hare brained things I have done over the years, I don't think he ever once put up an objection. He encouraged me when I wanted to start horse ridding again, and even offered to buy me a horse. Then there was the ballroom dancing classes, I know he hated it, but he took me every week for months until I lost interest and there had been many other short lasting hobbies.
When I first met Martin, I was working on the tills at the local supermarket. He started coming in two or three times a day. Often buying no more than a can of soft drink and he always came to my till. He appeared very shy, in the beginning he would just smile as he paid me, after a while he started just saying hallow and asking how I was, then we would have a little chat
Mrs Sanders the supervisor, started telling me off, as he would be at my till for some time, keeping me occupied whilst other customers were waiting. But I told her, I couldn't be rude to him. One day she asked me if I liked him, I said that I did, but I didn't think he had the nerve to ask me out.
"Well, we'll soon see about that!" she replied, "You are here to serve our customers, not talk to your admirers."
The next time Martin came in I could see her watching him through the office spy window. Martin got his can of Coke and walked over to the cash tills. The other two till lines were empty, but he came and stood behind the customer that I was serving.
As I finished serving the lady, out of the corner of my eye I saw Mrs Saunders come out of the office. She came striding down the store like she was on a mission; I was worried and wondered what she was going to say to Martin.
"Excuse me young man". She almost bellowed at him. Martin was taken by surprise and spun around to look at her. "Would you mind telling me your name?"
"Martin, Martin Shaw." He answered, looking very nervous and somewhat taken aback.
"Well, Mr Martin Shaw, this young lady is Miss Anita Thomas. There! Now you've been introduced, so you can get on and ask her to go out with you, and after she has said yes, you can leave her alone to get on with her job." Then in a much softer voice. "Oh by the way, she's off shift at seven, perhaps you can meet her and go for a drink or something.
With that, she stormed off again. Martin turned back to me his face had turned beetroot red.
"Anita, would you like to go for a drink?" He sheepishly asked.
Of course I said yes and the next thing I knew, we were going steady. I had always taken Mrs Saunders to be a bit of an old cow, but I think she really had a heart of gold.
Mrs Saunders would always ask after Martin, and six months later when I showed her my engagement ring she was very happy for me. The funniest thing she ever did was at our wedding, we were stood in the reception line, when Mrs Saunders's got to Martin she gave him a bill for a can of Coke. Martin and both looked at her confused, and she told us that Martin and I hadn't realised that he had never paid for his can of Coke that day.
I soon found out Martin was not the shy man I had taken him for, it appeared that it was only me he was shy with. Well, until he got to know me, and he got to know me very intimately, very quickly, if you know what I mean.
Martin and I were marred a year after we met. Martin unlike me, was very cleaver and had a really good job in his fathers business. Well, it had been the family business but his father had sold out to some big organisation. Martin was on a very good salary and it appeared he was able to work when he liked. It was only later that I discovered he was a kind of figure head. He had a great chunk of the companies stock and could really do just as he liked.
I think he liked being what was the equivalent of the boss and being in on the negotiations for new contracts and things, I don't think he really needed to be there, but he claimed the people the company dealt with, like to meet a 'Shaw' when they did business. We or should I say Martin, (I never had any money until I married him) bought a great big detached house just off the high street for us to live in.
Unfortunately we were soon to find out that I couldn't have children. I thought that Martin would get upset about it, as he had said that he was looking forward to having lots of children. But he was wonderful about it and never showed his disappointment. I was very upset when the doctors told me the news and got very depressed, but Martin was my rock and helped me get over it.
He persuaded me to leave the shop and get an office job with more sociable hours. I didn't think I was cleaver enough, but he assured me that I was. I'm glad he did, as I soon found I was just as cleaver as all the other girls. Martin and I had ten wonderful years together until I started that bloody training course.
There were nine girls and three men on it and after the first week nearly all of us started going over to the pub for a drink after the class. That's when the bastard who ruined my marriage laid a trap for me. But I never realised what he was up to at the time. Hindsight is a wonderful thing, I can look back now and see every step he took.
His name was Brian, he was about six foot and quite handsome. He never made a pass at any of the girls or anything, that I was aware of. He just acted like everyone else and pretended to discuss the course. It was only later that I realised, during those chats in the pub, he was never saying he didn't understand this or that. It was Brian who was answering everyone's questions, putting us all straight. I know now he didn't need to be on the course; he was on a fishing trip and I was just one of the stupid fish he caught. But God he was cleaver about it, he never showed favouritism in who he helped, he was just helpful and friendly to everyone.
You know it was just like being back at school, we were all friends together, a nice little gang. We all got on very well with the course, I think mainly due to Brian's help and the tutor was very pleased with us.
Towards the end of the ten weeks we were all quite proud of ourselves and as we were getting on so well, we didn't have to study so hard. The conversations in the pub had started to move away from the course and on to more everyday subjects.
One evening one of the girls, Samantha, let on she spoke Spanish. I speak Spanish a little as Martin and I go there on holiday every year, and I said it would be nice to be able to be fluent in it. Brian hadn't been sitting near us and I had no reason to believe he heard me say about improving my Spanish.
On the last week of the course I saw Brian studying a brochure of the colleges courses and I asked him if he was going to do some other courses. He said that he was planning of doing the Spanish course that started in a week or so's time, that went on for twenty weeks.
Christ! I was so naive, now I realise he was playing the fish, but I never saw it back then. I just said, I wouldn't mind doing the course as well. Well that was it, he had me and but I didn't have a clew about it, or what he was up too.
Martin as he always did, encouraged me to do the Spanish course, I only wish now he hadn't been so bloody supportive of everything I wanted to do
The first evening of the Spanish course was very different to the little accounts course, there were about thirty people on it. Mostly youngsters in their late teens and early twenties, with a few retired people. The only person I knew there was Brian and we naturally teamed up straight off, and as before we went over the pub for a drink after the class. But this time, instead of a whole gang of us going, there was just Brian and me.
I didn't take any notice as by now it had become a habit to go and have a quiet drink and a chat. I didn't notice that now we were talking about each other and our lives. I didn't register that the little complements he had started throwing my way, were making me feel good. Like telling me how nice I looked and how well I was picking up Spanish. But it was all having a subtle effect on me.
If I had taken notice of how his attitude had changed, I might have had a chance of understanding what he was up to. God, when I worked on the tills I'd learnt how to deal with wolves. But then, they weren't dressed in sheep's clothing!
I think it was on the third or fourth week I first saw Brian's sports car. It was a lovely little thing and he was very proud of it. A Morgan he called it, an old fashion looking car, but apparently brand new and very expensive. I think it was on the fifth week he took me for a run in it after class and we went to a different pub. God riding in that car was a thrill. You are very low down and it feels like you are going very fast, with the wind blowing in your hair.
Looking back now, I wonder if he didn't spike my drink a little because I did feel a little light headed on the way back. He took me back to my car and always the gentleman got out and opened the car doors for me, then he gave me a little peck on the cheek as he closed my door. I was very flattered, and at the time, I don't think I realised how much I was becoming attracted to him. You know he was a friend not a suitor and I must have been blind.
The ride in the sports car to the different pub became the regular thing after that. Brian would sit very close to me in the bar and we had become very touchy feely, if you know what I mean. I don't how to explain it, but I had started falling for him. How can anyone do that? I loved Martin! How could I fall in love with Brian at the same time?
But that's what I did. Well I thought I did, now looking back I think it was just a kind of infatuation, you know like a fantasy. But over the weeks the closeness soon turned into real touching, then kissing and fondling. Less time was spent in the pub and more in Brian's car.
Not that there was enough room in that car to do anything. But Brian was playing with my breasts and had his hand up my skirt. You know it was fun, just like being a teenager again, with all that groping in the car.
About the fifteenth week of the course things got a little sticky. Brian and I went to the usual pub and while we were there, someone stole my handbag. We never saw who took it, because we were concentrating on each other. All right, we were kissing and my bag just went. Luckily the only thing that was important in there was my car keys and a little cash, as I didn't have my credit cards with me.
As I couldn't drive my car with the keys, Brian had to drive me home. Martin must have heard the sports car, because he asked me who had driven me home when I got in. I just said one of the boys from the course. I didn't tell Martin what pub my bag was stolen from, well he didn't ask, he must have assumed it was the pub near the college.
The following morning Martin took me down to collect my car and arranged to get another set of keys for it. That was going to take some time because of the central locking thing. You know, you push a button on the key fob thing'y and it locks all the doors, so I had to use the spare set and Martin had the house locks changed.
The next couple of weeks Brian and I started getting really heavy. I gave him a hand job the first week and he persuaded me to give him oral sex the next.
That was something strange, I often give Martin oral sex and enjoy doing it; just as I enjoy when he does the same to me. He brings me to a climax so easily that way. But with Brian it was all a bit of a chore. Maybe, I was really feeling confused, I loved Martin what the hell was I doing sucking on Brian's penis? I didn't finish him with my mouth, I used my hand and Brian acted like a child who had had his sweets taken away. I should have realised then what a selfish pig he was.
I knew it was wrong and I wanted to stop seeing him, but I just couldn't keep away from him. God, it would have been so easy to just give up the course. I honestly did think about it, but then, I thought Martin would wonder why I had stopped going.
The nineteenth week of the course Brian and I went to the pub as usual. But we didn't stay very long and were soon heading back to my car. Nothing was actually said but we both knew we were going to get into the back of my car and Brian was going to fuck me. It was the natural progression of Brian's plan. We couldn't do it in his little sports car, as there wasn't enough room.
I've no excuse's, I new what I was doing wrong, but by then I was going with the flow. I new there was only one week of the course left and then it would be over I would never see Brian again. Or I think, I hoped I wouldn't.
We got back to my car, it was dark in the college car park so no one could see us. We got in the back, I locked the doors and we both got undressed. After kissing and cuddling for a while Brian asked me to suck him and get him nice and hard. Then he produced a contraceptive. I hadn't told him that I couldn't get pregnant so I put it on him. I wonder, did I think that was a barrier against him? Was I trying to keep him out of Martin's property. I know that when he pushed into me, I knew I had made a big mistake. I knew that I would never let him do it again. I didn't care if Martin did get suspicious I was never going to see Brian again after that night.
Brian was driving into me and I really wasn't enjoying it at all. You know I wasn't a virgin when I met Martin. I remember the first time I had sex, I didn't enjoy it much, but after that every time I had had sex I'd enjoyed it. But that night with Brian panting away driving his cock into me, I just didn't want to be there. I think the guilt factor had finally struck home.
Then suddenly all hell broke lose. There was a loud clang as all the car door locks jumped up and the interior lights came on as someone pulled open the door. I was totally confused as, arms reached in and grabbed hold of Brian, they pulled him off of me and out of the car. I saw two men, but I didn't recognise them. They threw Brian on the floor, then punched and kicked him for what seemed like hours.
I was screaming hysterically, I thought they were going to kill Brian and rape me or something. When they finally stopped beating on Brian, one of them said, "Right you f-ing bastard that will teach you to stay away from other peoples wives."
Then to me. "And you, you little slut! You had better get home to your old man. He knows what you've been up to tonight. If he's got any sense he'll give a bloody good hiding."
Then they were gone. I called and ambulance for Brian and quickly got dressed but I couldn't dress him. When the police and ambulance arrived, they knew what we had been doing. The police put two and two together and went straight after Martin. I did tell them that it wasn't him who had beaten up Brian, but they said Martin had better have a good alibi.
Well Martin did have a good alibi, for some reason he had spent the evening playing darts in the pub next to the police station, where the off duty police drink. Now that's what you call a bloody good alibi.
When I got home, I was in a hell of a state. Martin wasn't there he never came home until nearly midnight, the police who had been waiting outside came it to talk to him. Once they saw who was, it was obvious that they knew him. He just told them the names of the officers he had been playing darts with and they left.
Martin came in and sat in one of the chairs in the lounge. I was sat on the sofa crying as I knew he knew what I had done. I started to try and apologise but he told me to be quiet.
He sat there for some time staring at the floor then he said "Do you love him?"
"No! I love You. I think I was infatuated with him. But I don't think I am anymore!"
"Did you fuck him?"
I started crying again. "Only once and that was tonight, but he didn't finish and I had no intention of letting him do it again. I was going to quit the course so I wouldn't have to see him again."
Martin raised his eyebrows.
"Do you want to stay married to me?"
"Of course I do! I love you."
"Bloody fine way of showing it. Go to bed in the spare room we'll discuss this further tomorrow night when I get home from work. I can't think straight right now"
"The spare room. Can't I sleep in our bed?"
"My bed! I'm not sure I want to sleep in the same bed as a tramp. I'm not sure what I might catch. That bastard you fucked tonight sleeps with any whore he can get his hands on. You had better go to see the doctor tomorrow. See if the arsewhole has left you any little surprises or going away presents."
"Did you organise that tonight?"
"No I would have killed the pair of you! They were some other husbands whose wives he's been shagging. As you were his current slut, they suggested I got a good alibi, as the police would suspect me first. Now please go and get your stuff out of my room, we'll talk tomorrow night."
I went to bed in the spare room. Martin was downstairs for hours, I heard him talking on the phone but I couldn't hear what he was saying. I cried myself to sleep.
In the morning when I got up Martin wasn't there. I called into work to say I was ill, My boss said something so strange, that I got very curious about, all he said was.
"It's to be expected. Take a couple of days off and we'll see you next week."
I couldn't work it out at the time, it was like he knew about me and Brian, and that Martin had found out about it. But how could he?
I went to see the doctor and he sent me to a special clinic. The place was quit nice, but some of the other patients there were frightening. A couple of them were prostitutes and they could see that I was frightened and they were nice to me so I sat with them. They asked me why I was there and they reassured me.



It was strange, I wouldn't normally associate with these girls but they helped through what was to me a frightening ordeal. They said they had guessed that either I or my husband had had an affair. That was the first time I really realised what I had done. How many times had I said I couldn't understand someone risking they're marriage and happiness to have an affair and that was exactly what I had done.
I sat around the house for the rest of the day crying most of the time. I was frightened Martin was going to throw me out and divorce me. If he did that where was I going to go? Before Martin and I married I had lived with my sister, but she had children now and there was no room in her little council house for me anymore. I suppose I could try and find a flat, I was on good money now.
Dam, what was I thinking, the only reason I was on good money was that Martin had convinced me I wasn't stupid like they had always said I was at school. Without Martin I was stupid, look at what I had done getting mixed up with Brian.
I didn't think anyone could cry as much as I did that day. Martin didn't come home again until nine in the evening. The dinner I'd cooked him was burnt to a crisp. He said he had eaten out and went straight into the lounge again. He poured himself a scotch and then sat in his usual chair. I stood in the door way watching him.
"Come here and stand in the middle of the carpet."
I didn't move for a moment.
"Now!" he said in a tone that I'd never heard him use to me before.
I slowly went to the middle of the room.
"Tell me what do you want? Do you want us to stay together or do you want to leave?"
"Oh please Martin. I love you. I want to stay with you, I'm so sorry I don't know what to say to convince you how sorry I am."
"Of course you're sorry. But are you sorry you did it? Or are you sorry you got caught? That's the question I'll never know the answer too, isn't it?"
"Martin I love you. I don't know why I went with him. I've got to be honest I was attracted to him. But I never thought I would. You know."
"Fuck him, is what you're trying to say. Go on say it you fucked him, you forgot about me and fucked him."
"Yes! Yes! I fucked him, but only once honestly and I don't think I really wanted to."
"Lets see shall we. Take your clothes off!"
"Pardon!"
"You heard me! Strip now!"
I didn't know what to do. Martin was staring at me, his face didn't look as angry as his voice sounded. I thought I want him to forgive me, if he wants me naked then I'd better do whatever he wants. I took my clothes off and stood there feeling embarrassed. Ah that's what he wants. He wants me to feel insecure he's going to give me the third degree. If I can get through this me might forgive me.
I tried to undress seductively, but that could have been a mistake because Martin told me to get on with it. I started crying again as Martin had always enjoyed me doing a striptease for him in the past.
When I was naked Martin sat and looked at me and then told me to turn around. After he told me to turn back again he said.
"You have trimmed your pubic hair! Did you do that for him?"
"I don't think so."
The look in Martin's eye said he didn't believe me.
"Oh, I don't really know, I do trim it now and again."
"If my memory serves me right, normally you trim it before we go to Spain. If I remember correctly you turned your nose up when I asked you to shave it all off. But you trim it up nicely for him."
I can only say, I was devastated, Martin had often asked me to shave but I had always refused.
"That mark on your breast. Did he have a good chew on your tits last night?
I looked down. Oh shit! there was a big red mark on my left breast. Then I remembered Brian had been nibbling on it when all hell broke lose, he must have bitten me as they dragged him out of the car.
"I think that happened when those men grabbed Brian."
"The arsewhole, he will only ever be referred to as the arsewhole in this house. And what about those bruises on your leg?"
I think those happened at the same time. He was – you know."
"FUCKING YOU!"
"Yes he was fucking me when they grabbed him."
"I don't ever want to see that naked body again. Well, not until I know I can get over this. If you want to stay here, you are to go to my solicitors 'Grants' next door to my office in the morning. There you will make a full statement about how this all started and what you have done with the arsewhole.
If you do anything like this again we are through, for my part I will wait and try to get over the hurt you have caused me. I love you, but I don't know if I can get over what you have done. Only time will tell."
"Can I come back to our bed?"
"No! I have a mental problem with what you have done. I must separate it from sex completely. If I find I can't live with you, I would be using you as a whore, and that would put me in the same class of person as your arsewhole lover."
He got up and went to bed. I don't know how long I stood there but it was a long time. I think I was hoping I would be able to stand there all night and he would come down and find me there in the morning. It would be a gesture but I felt he would realise that he hadn't told me I could move. Maybe he would know what I would do to keep him.
I woke up laying on the sofa still naked, there was a hot cup of coffee on the table. Martin must have put it there and then closed the door loudly enough to wake me. He left the house before I had drunk it.
------------------------------
I went to the solicitors office and was shown into a room and introduced to a female solicitor Mrs Julia Murry. She asked me to sit and called in young lady to take down the statement that Martin had asked for.
"Anita, you don't mind if I call you that, do you?"
"No"
"Good you must call me Julia, and this is Sara. Now before we take this statement your husband has asked for, there are some things I've got to explain to you. First Sara and I are not from this practice. We work for a rival firm and your husband has retained us to act for you. Are you happy for me to represent you?"
"Yes, but why has he done that?"
"I'll explain later, but your husband is no fool, believe me. Shall we say he's covering his backside on this statement. I understand its part of the deal for you to stay together. But I must worn you, if you think you two are going to get divorced you would do better not to make it."
"If I don't make it he will divorce me and I don't want that. I love him."
"Ah love, I'm afraid I usually deal with people who are not in love anymore. I do think your husband loves you though, as he has employed me to act against him should things not work out for you."
"You're a divorce lawyer then."
"That, for my sins is my speciality. Now this statement, if you make it will not do us any favours in court. By getting me to take it he has clipped our wings. We won't have a leg to stand on."
"Martins no fool, I'm the idiot in our house. But I do trust him, I don't think he will be unfair to me, whatever happens. I just want us to stay together and I'll do whatever it takes."
They took my statement then Julia told me we had to go up the road to the police station as they wanted a statement from me about the incident on Wednesday night.
Yes Martin had arranged that as well and he wanted Julia their to look after my interests.
I told the police what happened, but I claimed I never saw the men's faces as it was too dark. I thought that Martin must have been concerned in it somehow, he knew what had happened and had made sure he had a good alibi. I think the police thought the same, but if they couldn't catch the men they had no link to Martin.
The police told me Brian was in a pretty bad way, but he would get over it. The guys who beat him up had hurt him a lot, but besides a couple of broken ribs there was nothing too serious. They thought that Brian wasn't going to look as pretty as he had, what with his broken nose.
There was something about the way they spoke about Brian, made me think, he wasn't the flavour of the month with them. It was a year later when I had cause to see them again, that they told me he had been the cause of a divorce of one of their colleagues.
We went back to Grants office and I signed the statement for Martin, in front of a public notary. Apparently that made it a legal document which could be used in a court of law. Martin never did use it, I knew he wouldn't, he is much too nice a person to do that.
That night when I got home I gave him a copy. He just put it in the bureau drawer and I don't think he ever looked at it. He acted as if nothing had ever happened, no that's wrong he tried to act as if nothing had happened.
He struggled, I know he struggled, I watched him slowly fall apart. Every-time I went out he would greet me with questioning looks. I know he never meant to do it. But whenever I came into the house I would feel I had to tell him where I'd been and what I'd done. He never asked, but his face said it all.
Sometimes he would fly off the handle at me, for no apparent reason. But I knew the reason. He would always apologise. But this was all my fault, he was apologising for something I had done. It was destroying him and I knew it.
At work things changed as well, I hadn't known that my boss was an old friend of Martin's. Martin had used his influence to get me the job in the first place. I had never realised that I didn't have the required GCE's to get the job. But when I challenged my boss he told me Martin had asked him to give me a try. He said that Martin had nothing to do with my promotion to the accounts department though, that he said I had earned on my own.
But I could feel that my boss had lost some respect for me and maybe out of his friendship with Martin was keeping a very close eye on me. My boss wasn't married and one of the girls who I knew had a thing for him, suddenly become very friendly and we started to go to lunch together, whenever Martin didn't meet me. I didn't take me too long to realise, I couldn't get out of that place without her.
I challenged her over it and she told me the boss had asked her to keep an eye on me. She was just doing what she had been asked to do. I felt like a criminal and went in to challenge the boss. That's when I found out he was Martins old school chum. He told me that Martin hadn't asked him to spy on me, he was just trying to look after a good friends interests.
I quit my job. It was silly I know, like cutting off your nose to spite your face. But I didn't know who else there knew what a fool I'd been.
Quitting my job was a very big mistake, whilst I was in the office Martin knew where I was. Now he had no idea what I was doing during the day. He started to call me at odd times. He would come home unexpectedly. I think it was driving him crazy. In the end it led to us having a big row about it. He said he couldn't help it, he kept on wondering what I was doing.
I think we both realised that it wasn't going to work. He didn't trust me anymore and although I still felt I loved him. I couldn't live looking over my shoulder all the time.
In the end I left him. In my heart I didn't want to. But I couldn't live with the man I had made.
I was silly and stubborn when I left. I wouldn't take any money off of him or out of our joint accounts. Do you want to know what kind of man Martin is, the credit card company still send me a debit card on our old account. He has never closed it, I wouldn't be surprised if he wasn't still using that account himself. But I have never taken any money out of it. He spent more money on me than I have ever put in there.
I didn't have a job so for a couple of weeks I slept on my sisters sofa. I needed money so I went to see Mrs Saunders. She was very pleased to see me, until I told her the story, then she called me all the names under the sun and wiped the floor with me. Speaks her mind does Mrs Saunders. I felt smaller with her going of at me than with anyone, except Martin. Anyway, after she had wiped the floor with me, she offered me a job in the cashiers office. It was nothing like the money I had been earning, but it was a job.
One night a couple of months later, I was walking home form work and who should I run into but Brian. I told him to fuck off, and keep away from me, but he kept on saying he just wanted to talk. So like the bloody fool I am, I went to the pub with him.
You've got to remember at this time, I still hadn't realised how he had set out to seduce me in the first place. Although Martin had said Brian had slept with other women, he never told me anything else about Brian. After that first couple of days, Martin had never tried to rub my face in it, and I really didn't want to think that Brian and I, were anything other than two people who made a silly mistake and just got carried away. Christ, I must be the dumbest kid on the block.
In the pub, I didn't realise it but Brian still had a hold over me. He somehow managed to convince me that the two guys who beat him up had mistaken him for someone else. It's easy for you to laugh, but thick bitch I am, I believed him. He said that his wife had thrown him out over the incident.
Now, that shows you how much of a hold on me he had. He had told me he was single when we first met and I didn't bat an eyelid at the revelation he was married. He poured out the story of how I had ruined his life, buy having an affair with him. He had me crying over his broken marriage, the bastard.
Well to cut a long story short. Now I did the stupidest thing I think I've every done in my life, if cheating on Martin with Brian wasn't bad enough. Now, during a bout of what I can only say now, was insanity, I finished up moving in with Brian. He had me under some kind of spell. Whatever that arsewhole told me, I believed.
I had been living with Brian for about six weeks when suddenly my eyes were opened. I was sat in the office at work one day, when I saw one of the guys who beaten up Brian through the spy window. He was pushing a shopping trolley and who should he be with but Samantha, the girl on the accounts course who spoke Spanish.
Finally the wheels in my head started turning and I saw the light. That's how Brian knew that I wanted to learn Spanish. Brian had seduced Samantha before he seduced me and I had never been aware that he had done it. I did tell you he was a clever bastard.
I was out of the office in an instant. I ran through the store and grabbed Samantha by the arm. I had to know if I was right. I asked her if she would talk to me, she looked at her husband and he just nodded, then I took her into the office and she told me that Brian had seduced her and one of the other girls on the course. She didn't say how they're husbands had found out, but she did remember talking to Brian about speaking Spanish and she told him that I was thinking of learning it. It could be that she had told her husband all this and her husband worked out that Brian had used that information in trapping me. I assume that's why he let her talk to me.
Now I knew that the bastard had set out to seduce me. That night when I got back to the flat we were living in, I flew at him and told him what I thought of him. Then he did what no man has ever done to me before. He hit me, not once but many times. He just lost it and beat me to a pulp, I was screaming and the last thing I heard were the police sirens.
I for days I was in and out of consciousness, I was having strange dreams and visions. Sometimes I would think I could see Martin, sometimes my sister or Mrs Saunders and even the girl Teresa from my old office who followed me around. Then there was this other woman. She would sit there with a concerned look on her face, but I had never seen her in my life before.
I was vaguely aware of the nurses sticking needles in me whilst a strong hand held mine. I new that hand, I was sure it belonged to Martin.
Then finally I opened my eyes and there was my sister. On the other side of the bed was the woman I didn't know. She got up and called the nurse, who came in to check me.
"Are you back with us now. Don't try to speak with that tube in you throat unfortunately we wont be able to take it out for a little while as your jaw is wired up. Just squeeze my hand once for yes twice for no. OK.
I squeezed once.
"Good, you know, you had us worried there for a bit. You have been very ill. Your sister and Jean are here, can you see them all right?"
One squeeze. The woman I didn't know who was evidently Jean said.
"She doesn't know me, we've never met before." The woman said.
"Don't talk to me honey, you can talk to Anita now, she's back with us." The nurse replied.
"Anita this Jean, Brian's wife." My sister informed me.
'Christ, this was a turn up for the book what the hell is she doing here?' I thought.
"Jean feels responsible for what happened top you. Brian beat her up as well although not as bad. Jean feels that if she had pressed charges against Brian he would have been in jail a long time ago and wouldn't have been able to attack you.
Martin and I have tried to tell her that's a silly way to feel, but she has insisted on being with you every day for the last fortnight. She has been taking her shift along with the rest of us."
What could I do, this kind woman whose marriage I'd helped to destroy had sat by my sick bed and watched me while I was unconscious. I managed to reach my right hand out to her. She took it and smiled at me.
So, I had been here for at least two weeks, I wanted to ask about Martin But I couldn't speak. My sister started talking again and I found I had to concentrate very hard to understand what she was saying to me.
She told me that there had been someone at my bedside twenty four hours a day. I had seen all the people I had dreamed about and there had been a few others I hadn't seen. Samantha and her husband two name just two. Martin had been there all-night every-night. I started crying when she mentioned Martin and she stopped talking after that.
The nurse came back with a doctor who said all the normal doctor type things and told me how lucky I'd been. He said that they have to take me to the operating theatre to remove the dam tube in my mouth and throat as they were going to have to wire my broken jaw up again. They were going to wait until they were happy I wasn't going to lose conciseness again. Apparently I had some swelling of the brain that was worrying them.
Later in the day I heard Martin's voice in the corridor, but he didn't come in the room whilst I was awake. Shortly after I heard him, the nurse came in and did something to the drip in my arm. Then it was morning and my sister was back, the nurse must have given me something to make me sleep.
It was another week before they took the tube out, I knew that Martin was around because I heard him, but he never came in when I was awake. Once I was out of any danger my sister told me he wasn't coming back anymore, he had told her he had done his duty. I couldn't blame him, after all my assurances that I loved him and not Brian, I had set up home with the arsewhole. What must have Martin have felt like, how could I have been such a bloody stupid bitch.
Whatever happened in the future I was sure, that by moving in with Brian I had put pay to any hopes I had of getting back together with Martin again in the future. When I had first left Martin I had thought sometime apart could help to repair the damage I'd done to our relationship. You know the old saying 'absence make's the heart grow fonder'. Well, I'd stuffed that idea up for sure, didn't I?
I was in hospital for five weeks, when I came out I stayed with my sister for a while, but that wasn't going to work out. So I found this little bed-sit, I couldn't afford a flat, unless I used some of Martin's money. I'd insulted that man enough, so I couldn't do that to him. Now I would lye in the bed, I had made for myself.



The police charged Brian with Grievous bodily harm on me and on Jean. That helped the judge to decide to put him away for eight years.
The police told me how Brian had seduced one of they're fellow officers wives, they made it plain they hadn't looked too hard for the men who beat Brian up as they weren't too sure they wouldn't have been arresting one of they're colleagues. I never did find out who stole my bag. If I remember correctly the police did come in that pub that night. But then, how would Samantha's husband and the other guy have got hold of the key to unlock the car doors with? Or did they use Martin's Key? I know all about what Brian did now. But there's lots of things I don't know and I guess I never will.
The End,
of this story, but not really the end of Anita's story, we will hear of her again. She won't get all she would like, but she decides, anything is better than nothing. A slice of the cake, is better than no cake at all.
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The Wanderer
Part 5. A different way of looking at things.
Now this was only what you could call a turn-up for the book. In just over three years I had gone from a happily married man to a wronged, cheated on and deserted husband (alright she didn't set out to cheat on me but that's what she did), to revenging hero who had stolen a Casanova's wife. Not too bad a result, for the average guy, even if the Casanova had made it easy for me.
The two of us lived in my lovely house and we had a deal. If Leanne ever got tired of me, she would tell me. We weren't married so, if she wanted to find another man, she had every right do so and move out. But she swore she would never do that, as she loved me a lot more than she had ever loved her ex-husband. Leanne said she hadn't understood what real love was when she married him. She said he was a con artist and he had conned her and all the other women he had shagged while they had been married.
I was a lot fitter than I had ever been now; Leanne had dragged me (kicking and screaming) to the gym almost every day since I had first gone there to meet her. Our sex life was something out of this world. Being fit can have some advantages that I had never dreamed of. My staying power had increased by leaps and bounds but unfortunately I hadn't been able to increase my ejaculation control very much. But you can't have everything.
Leanne had really developed the knack of being able to spot just when I was getting there and when she was in control she would keep me going for hours. I'm afraid I didn't have that kind of discipline myself. Well, you can't have everything but on the whole we had a great time together.
Anyway we complemented one another and our common law union was working out just fine, although I did still bear a massive cross for my wife Anita. Leanne appeared happy to accept that.
-----------------------------------
One Monday morning Anita and I were just coming out of the gym and as we entered the coffee lounge. We were in the habit of having a coffee with Abigail our personal trainer, who was a kind-of adopted niece of mine. We noticed that everyone was over by the other door, staring down the corridor. I took a quick look around and noticed through the window I could see several police cars in the car park.
Before I could voice my concern to Leanne that something not pleasant was going down, "All Hell" broke loose; shouting and banging noises came from the other end of the building, where the big boys hang out. You know, the guys who are into serious weight training, boxing and the like. Pandemonium went on for several minutes and then some very dishevelled looking policemen came along the corridor, followed by two of the heavyweights who were frog marching a third, who had his hands cuffed behind his back. As they passed through the coffee lounge, I heard one of the escorts say to the guy in cuffs, "I fucking told you! You fucking idiot. That shit fucks up your fucking mind. But no! You had to keep pumping that shit into yourself. Well, now you've really fucked it up big time."
They passed out of the lounge, so that was all I heard. But the big guy in the handcuffs did look familiar to me although I couldn't place him. I assumed I had seen him around the gym sometime.
Excitement over, we had our coffee and I drove Leanne to the nursery where she worked and then put in an appearance at my office. I'm the boss so I don't have to turn up at all if I don't want to.
The moment I got in, my secretary (she looks after a few of the management really, but she's known as my secretary – boss's privilege) told me that my friend Kara had been trying to track me down. I don't take my mobile into the gym; they had a couple of walk-in thefts there a little while back.
I called Kara at Archers were she works.
"Martin, we fucked up big time!"
"Pardon?" It was unlike Kara to swear.
"We messed up. We forgot about Graham."
I was still confused as to what Kara was talking about.
"Sorry, Kara I'm not with you. What did we forget about Graham?" Come to that, who the fuck was Graham? I didn't have faintest idea what Kara was on about.
"Graham got into Dawn's pants and Kevin found out. Both of them are in hospital and the police are looking for Kevin!"
Oh fuck, now I realised what was going on at the gym and why the guy was so familiar. That was Kevin, Dawn's husband they were hauling away. Dawn must have fallen for Graham's bullshit line.
"Oh bugger, but I think the police have got Kevin. They arrested him at the gym about an hour ago. How is Dawn, did he hurt her much?"
"I don't know; I'm going down to the hospital in a minute. I'll call you later, and can you keep your cell phone switched on? I've left a hundred messages on it."
Whoops, habit of mine keep forgetting to turn it back on.
This was really a big a disappointment; we had warned Dawn about Graham at the same time as we told her about the wager on her honour. Dawn had been shocked and annoyed. We had assumed that once Doug had been put out of the picture, Dawn would have had the sense to keep Graham at arm's length. But it appeared we got it wrong and Dawn had done something silly.
Later Kara called me back and told me that Kevin had caught Dawn and Graham together on Saturday evening. He had knocked Dawn around and kicked the shit out of Graham (Kara's description). Graham was in a bad way but Dawn wasn't too badly injured, just a few bruises and concussion. Kevin was a nut case, not an arsehole. Apparently Dawn had tried to stop Kevin from killing Graham and had taken a couple of punches that weren't intended for her.
Kara told me that Dawn had asked if she could see me. I couldn't figure out why she would want to but I told Kara I'd call in the hospital and see her after I had picked up Leanne from the nursery. Leanne knew who Dawn was from my explanations of how and why I'd come looking for her.
When we got into the ward Dawn was looking a real mess. That pretty face of hers was bruised and swollen.
"Oh, Mr. Shaw, I'm so ashamed and sorry, I let you down. You worked so hard to prevent this from happening." Dawn exclaimed as we walked in.
I really didn't know what to say to her but luckily for me Leanne took over and did all the talking. Within minutes they were chatting like old friends and I was feeling like a gooseberry. By the time they had finished chatting Dawn had been invited to stay with Leanne and me until she felt better. I was alright with this as we did have a big house with plenty of spare rooms.
But I could see it putting the damper on some of Leanne and my night games. We had got very inventive; just about anywhere would do. The massive coffee table in the lounge was one of our favourite places.
Still Leanne was my life partner now and whatever she wanted was all right with me, even if it did put a slight damper on my sex life.
Dawn was released from hospital the following day. We took her home and settled her into a spare room. Leanne and I for some reason still had our own separate rooms. I had the master and Leanne had what had been the guest suite, although she only usually slept in there if I was away.
I suppose it formed an air of respectability when people came to visit. I had noticed a few strange looks when visitors saw that Leanne's room was definitely hers, with all her stuff around and there was usually nothing in my room to even hint that she slept there every night. But all my friends knew we were living as man and wife.
OK, sometimes for a change we did play on Leanne's bed. But it is only a Queen and my king size four poster was a lot more fun.
For the next few months things jogged along reasonably smoothly. Having Dawn there was not as bad as I thought it would be. She was in the process of divorcing Kevin, who was inside on remand. He had made a real mess of Graham, who himself was being divorced by his wife. It was all a real fucking mess, if you ask me.
--------------------------------------------
One night Leanne and I were having one of our kinkier games. We would tie each other spread-eagled to the bedposts and the one who wasn't tied up would tease the other. Leanne had just finished sitting on my face where I had managed to bring her to a noisy climax. She moved down and after sucking me for a few minutes she got herself in position for the plunge. She would position herself over my cock and suddenly plunge down burying me to the hilt in her. It was one of her favourite manoeuvres because apparently I was just the right size for her.
But she didn't plunge; after rubbing her clit and lips with me for a while, she stopped, looked at me and then asked, "What are you intending to do about Dawn?"
"Strange time you pick to ask," I replied "but what do you expect me to do about her?"
"I don't know? But you had better fuck her before too long or the poor girl will die of anticipation or heartache, whichever comes first."
"What the hell are you on about?"
"God, Martin. Are you blind or something? That girl is crazy about you and worships the ground you walk on. Haven't you noticed how she looks at you and hangs on every word you say? And I do know you fancy her, I'm not daft."
"Oh hell, Leanne, I do like her. But I love you!"
"And Anita! You are still in love with Anita as well. You know it is possible to love more than one person at the same time and I'm happy with that. I have been playing second best to Anita ever since we got together. But I don't mind, I know you wouldn't do the dirty on me. You're too nice a person to do that. And that's why I'm telling you to take Dawn to your bed. I promise I won't get jealous, honestly."
"I don't think that's a nice thing to do to you. You are my partner now. My wife in all but in name. It would be dishonouring you."
"Bullshit and poppy cock. I'm your mistress and we're living in sin, if that's how you want to look at it. God, Martin, you are a prude sometimes. I love you and you love me. But you still love Anita and are still married to her. So you are cheating on her, whether you like it or not. So what's so wrong with sharing yourself with Dawn as well?"
"Well, I don't think --- ---."
"Damn it, you oaf, you radiate more love than any man I've ever met and that girl needs some of that love. Can't you see that?"
I must admit I was totally out of my depth here. It appeared that Leanne wanted to share me with Dawn. I might be a prude but that just didn't seem right to me.
"Oh well, forget it!" said Leanne, "I suppose a leopard can't change his spots. Your trouble is you're too good a man. So let's get some life back into my friend here"
Leanne's wander into the land that I always considered fantasy had done a very good job of deflating the working parts she had intended to make use of. So she went back and started sucking me back to life. But I could tell she was annoyed with my attitude. As she started licking and sucking I attempted to placate her.
"Look, Leanne, I'm sure you would get jealous or something and it wouldn't be fair on you."
"That's what you honestly think?" she said.
"Yes, you might think it sounds alright but if it was to happen? I've lost one love; I don't want to lose another."
"Look, I'll put it a different way. You like our sex games, don't you?"
"You know I do!"
"Well, what are you going to do for fun when I can't do all this gymnastic stuff anymore because I'm too fat?"
"What the hell are you on about now? Why should you suddenly get faaaa? Oh Christ, you're not? Are you?
"Two months and counting. How are you going to handle being a father? You are happy, aren't you?"
"Of course I am. But I figured I was firing blanks. You know Anita and I tried for years. When we had the tests my count was very low."
"Well, I told you going to the gym was good for you. You aren't firing blanks anymore."
"Shit, this is brilliant. We'll have to convert one of the rooms into a nursery and -- --."
"There's plenty of time for all that. Now let's get back to Dawn.
"I still don't think its fair to you and besides she's twelve years younger than me. I'm almost old enough to be her father."
"The age thing is poppycock and I'll show what's fair, shall I?
With that Leanne jumped off the bed and walked out of the room. Bugger, had I really upset her? Was she going to leave me tied to this bed all night and sleep in her own room?"
A couple of minutes later the door opened and Leanne came in leading Dawn by the hand. She brought her over to the bed and Dawn was staring at me lying naked strapped to the bed.
Dawn was wearing a long nightgown and Leanne bent down and grabbed the hem of it and lifted it straight up over her head. Then the two naked women stood there side by side: Leanne, slim with her small but delightfully formed tits, and Dawn, a little heavier with those wonderful globes I'd admired when I first met her.
"Well, go on girl, he can't bite you, he's tied down. Show him what you can do" Leanne encouraged Dawn.
I didn't say a word. I had no intention of taking the blame if all this went "tits up". Dawn leaned over, kissed me on the lips and our tongues played patter-cake for a while, then she slowly moved down my body kissing as she went. As my pecker disappeared into Dawn's mouth, Leanne came over and tried to jam her tongue down my throat.
The rest of the night was a bit of a blur. I will forever remember the first time I saw those tits bouncing up and down as Dawn rode my cock; and her squeals when she cum have to be heard to be believed. To have two beautiful sexy women in bed with you is just about every man's dream. But I rapidly found out the downside is that it is about four times as tiring as having one.
After that first night Leanne, always the organiser, arranged a complicated rotation. It worked out that in every week; I had each of them alone for two nights and both of them for three nights. Dawn reduced her hours at Archers and started joining us at the gym. Her almost perfect body appeared to get even better.
Now I honestly found myself in a bit of a quandary. It had always been my philosophy that one man with one woman was the way things should be. I'd had enough of a problem understanding how I could fall in love with Leanne when I was still in love with Anita. But now I found I had fallen in love with Dawn as well. But whether I liked the idea or not I was in love with more than one woman. I was lucky neither tried to play off against the other. What would have happened if they were to fall-out was not something I wished to dwell on.
Leanne suddenly becoming pregnant had taken me by surprise but she informed me that when I told her how upset I'd been that Anita couldn't have children, Leanne had immediately come off of her birth control pills. She said she had been using them since she first discovered Doug was cheating on her years ago. She had been expecting the marriage to fail for years. My appearance on the scene was what she had been praying for.
In one of our quieter moments, Dawn told us that Kevin had gone over the top on the muscle building thing. He had started using steroids and other drugs that had changed his character. He had become very moody and distant from her, over the last year or so and the love she had felt for him had slowly ebbed away.
Graham caught her when she was feeling very low and depressed about it. She knew that all he wanted was sex. But she wanted someone to hold her and love her. It was a matter of any port in a storm.
Kevin had come across her and Graham by accident; they had picked the wrong pub that evening. Kevin had come into the other bar looking for the guy who supplied him with his illegal steroids and he had spotted them.
---------------------------
Well, I settled into this strange lifestyle quite easily. I'm not sure how many people knew exactly what was going on but I didn't really care. I had a great family that was soon going to get bigger.
It was about six or eight weeks after Leanne had told me she was with child. I'd been away on a business trip for a couple of days and as we sat down to dinner that evening I knew something was wrong. The girls had refused my offer to take them out for a meal and the pair of them were being very quiet.
"OK! You two." I said as I finished my desert. "What's going on?"
The two women looked at each other; I could see that they both wanted the other to speak. Then Dawn sighed and looked at me. I could see concern in her eyes.
"Please don't be angry with me? I didn't mean it to happen. It was a mistake!"
"I'm not angry. How can I be angry? I haven't got the faintest idea of what you're talking about. But I am likely to get out of my pram in a minute if neither of you tells me what's going on."
"I can get an abortion!"
The penny dropped; obviously Dawn had one up the chute as well.
"What the hell are you talking about? Are you saying you're pregnant with someone else's child?
"No, it's your child." Dawn said with tears in her eyes.
"Then you get an abortion over my dead body".
"You don't mind then?"
"What the hell made you think I would mind that you are pregnant?"
"What will people think?"
"Who the hell cares what people think? We're a family here aren't we? Are either of you unhappy about it?
"No!" they both said in unison.
"You both know that Anita and I were looking forward to having lots of children. But that wasn't to be. Maybe that's why she -- --. Oh, you know, she wandered. I'm running a few years behind now. So both of you getting preggers is going to help me catch up a bit. I just hope that both of you are going to stay with me."
Both girls got up and came at me from either side. I think I got my answer.
Life went on; I must admit I got some strange looks at the local maternity department. And the registrar of births recognised me as well but besides referring to his records didn't actually say anything.
The local Rector, Rev. Allen was an old family friend. He had on occasions thrown a few poignant quotes from the Bible at me. But he was very good and didn't bat an eyelid when we asked him to christen both my daughters on the same day. He arranged a private christening so there wasn't very many of us in the church, just the Rector, the three of us and the eight god parents. Oh, and for some reason Father O'Brian was there. He was the local RC priest.
During the short service Rev. Allen kept on dropping in phrases in Latin. That confused me a little. In the COE we don't usually use Latin. But I assumed Rev. Allen was sneaking in some prayer for the parents living in sin. Every time he used one he would look at Father O'Brian apparently to make sure he had said it correctly.
Just as things came to a close, I heard one of the heavy church doors close. It made a hell of a bang in the quiet church but it appeared I was the only person who heard it.
It was to be some time before I discovered that my two daughters had an extra God parent each. I would never have thought that men of the cloth would be so devious. The Rector and Father O'Brian both take a close interest in the children nowadays but I think the pair of them have given up on me.
Well, my dreams of a football team had gone out of the window; I don't know though, girls play football nowadays.



It was a month or so after the christening and I had had a photograph, of me in the middle with my two ladies on either side of me holding my daughters, enlarged and framed. When I got home from the office it was in the hall waiting for me to decide where I was going to hang it.
The two girls followed me as I took it into the lounge. There really was only one place that I could think of to hang it, and that was over the fireplace where a portrait of Anita had always hung.
I removed the portrait and replaced it with the photograph. Then I replaced one of the other paintings we had in the lounge with the portrait of Anita. After dinner I sat in my favourite seat in the middle of the sofa with my two loving partners on either side of me and gazed up at the picture of my family.
A couple of weeks later we were sitting there again and something struck me as being wrong. I could tell that both girls sensed my unease but they said nothing. It took me some time to realise that the photograph and the portrait had been exchanged.
When I did, I looked from one to the other, and then looked at the two girls. Leanne, as always the leader, was the one who answered my questioning looks.
"Now don't go getting upset, Martin! Dawn and I know you better than you know yourself. We have always watched the way you look at that portrait and since you moved it we have been aware that you have been missing seeing it there. You know that you stare at it every night, don't you?"
"Oh god, I'm sorry girls. No, I didn't realise I did that."
"Don't be sorry, we know how much you loved Anita. And we are happy that you still love her. How can we be jealous of her? If it wasn't for Anita, neither of us would have found the happiness we have with you."
Once again I was out of my depth; these two women knew me better than I did myself. They had taken me at face value, given me their love and been happy to not only share that love with each other but share it with Anita as well.
Well, that night we broke Leanne's schedule, and the three of us spent the night in my bed. No, that's not true, I got up and did the baby bit. Yes, I can change shitty nappies, although I stop short of breast-feeding; but having two mothers in the house means that only one has to get disturbed.
Life once again dropped into its happy routine. Until one night I came home and found both Leanne and Dawn cooking dinner. It was sometime before I realised that that was unusual. Normally one of them would be upstairs with the children.
"The girls are quiet!" I observed.
"They're OK. The nanny is looking after them!" Dawn replied.
I'm not that daft; I instantly knew that something was up. After all we didn't have a bloody nanny. But the girls acted as if nothing was wrong and began to lay the dining room table for two.
Now you may think I'm exceedingly dense but I had no idea what was about to hit me in the next few minutes. I enquired as to who the nanny was and why there were only two place settings at the table.
"We thought you had better get acquainted with our new children's nanny." Leanne replied. "So you two will eat in the dining room and Dawn and I will eat in the kitchen tonight."
Well she had answered one of my questions but pointedly not the other. Usually I have a shower and change before dinner but I was firmly informed that was not on the menu tonight. I was to go and sit at the table and await my dinner guest and I was definitely not going upstairs to see the children. They would be brought down to me.
As I sat at the table waiting, I hit the dry Martini a bit harder than usual. It could be I subconsciously knew what was about to happen. But when that door opened and Anita came in carrying my two lovely babies, I was gob smacked, and didn't know what to say.
Leanne and Dawn followed Anita in and Leanne was the first to speak.
"Dawn and I thought something was missing in this family. We have been talking it over with Anita for many months now and the three of us have become like sisters. But Anita has been the odd one out. We want you to take her back; she loves you just as much as we do and we know you love her."
"Surely you can forgive her now." Dawn piped up. "Please, it will make us a complete family. I know it's not a normal family but there has always been something missing. We think you need Anita!"
"Are you happy with this Anita?" I asked.
"If you are. I'll be happy to be near you."
"That isn't what I asked!"
"I love Leanne and Dawn even more than I love my sister. I love you and these two wonderful babies. I just want us to be back together and I am quite prepared to be one of your three wives. If you will accept me.
Well, that wasn't the end of it. Anita and I had dinner together and then the four of us sat and talked until the early hours. I was to learn that Leanne had met up with Anita (arranged through Kara) well before she ever got into my bed. It had been at Anita's suggestion that Leanne came off the pill. And it was Anita's pressure that had persuaded the two priests to be so helpful over the christening. She of course was what all that Latin was about and was the other God parent.
One thing I don't suggest any of you try is four in a bed. It might sound like any man's dream. But I can assure you, it ain't a good idea. But once you've got a good rotation sorted out (Leanne's speciality), three wives is much more than thrice the fun, although a little tiring at times.
We have four children now, two girls and two boys and there are four more on the way. Anita has had several eggs implanted, two of which have apparently taken. Wouldn't it be nice if it was one of Dawn's and one of Leanne's. Well, where did you think the eggs were going to come from? The local newspaper did pick the story up but I was able to use the "Old Pals Act" to squash it.
All eight of us are very happy, although I can see some confusing times to come in the future. Actually the girls have a very good system. If two of them ever have a disagreement the third acts as mediator. Both Dawn and Leanne appear to have accepted that Anita has first claim. Nothing has ever been said to me but, when we are out, Anita is always holding onto my right arm and the other two appear to make equal claim to my left.
I am very careful not to show any favouritism. One thing I found out early; upset one wife and I've upset them all.
Leanne still does the bed rotation. But I can't make head nor tail of it.
Maybe the "Joseph Smith" did have it right?
One last thing. George, the barman in the Plough. He's still confused!
The End
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Chapter 1: Crying Time
'Now look, this is easy! It's just a six-foot gap. You can jump it with no problems. You've done it before.' Well that's what my brain was telling me. But my eyes were looking at the two-storey deep hole into which I would drop if I missed. Two hotel floors, the ground floor must have at least twenty foot ceilings then the standard ten feet or so for the first floor, add a couple of feet for the services etc. Shit, if I fuck this jump up its going to hurt, bad.
Still I had to do it. I needed to be on the next balcony. It was from there; I was going to end three peoples' lives.
One last check to make sure the gun was safe in my pocket. Yeah and I had the spare ammunition in the other pocket. Great. One, two, three and I'm off. God it seemed a bloody long way but I made it. I climbed over the balustrade and dodged into the shadow by the wall. I'm safe, out of sight.
Now I wonder if anyone saw me. I seemed to be out there for ages. But who would be looking up at the building on a dark night like this.
For twenty minutes I stood in the shadows, my back against the wall. Any minute I was expecting to hear the police arrive, or at least the hotel security sniffing around. But I don't know why I worried; no one had ever spotted me in the past. I had been on this balcony so many times in the last few years and never been spotted before but tonight was different. Tonight I was expecting something to go wrong.
After thirty minutes I began to relax a little. How relaxed can you get when you're about to kill two people? Not very! I checked the gun again. Safety off. Safety on.
This was the third bloody gun I'd bought. The first one was a complete dud, worn out and jammed up solid. I suppose a gunsmith could have sorted it. But I don't think I would have got much further than the local nick had I taken it in for service. The second one I laid my hands on worked fine, but I'd only had a few rounds for it. I had to have some practice shots as I'd never fired a handgun in my life before.
It was only after I had used all the bullets up that I discovered it was some weird size and the wanker who sold me the gun couldn't get any more. I got the feeling that's why he sold the bloody thing to me in the first place. I could have shot the bastard, but I didn't have any bullets.
You know hand guns and ammunition aren't too easy to come by in England. Unless you are one of the criminal community that is and my dealings with them got me stitched up twice.
This third one I had acquired in the States about a year ago. I was over there with my company's sales team doing a tour of some trade shows with a brand new prototype machine for a few weeks.
On a day off I went to one of the local gun clubs. You know the sort of thing; they've got shooting ranges and all that stuff. Some guy there was very helpful, showed me how to shoot properly and how to strip down a gun and clean it.
I kinda hinted that I would like to get a gun of my own but would probably have trouble buying one, as I wasn't a resident. He got the idea but never actually told me how to go about getting one. But In the next hour or so I gathered all the information I needed to get hold of one from conversations he had with other club members whilst I was within earshot.
So the following weekend I made my way to a gun show. It struck me that it was more like a car boot sale but with a lot more paper work. As had been hinted to me, I hung around outside watching for guys going in carrying, what I hoped was, the odd gun. On my third try I struck lucky. The guy was intending to sell the same type of gun as I had used at the gun club.
After a bit of haggling I came up with an offer he couldn't refuse and we made a deal. We made it all official as he took down the details of the California driver's licence I showed him. The fact the picture was of a coloured guy didn't appear to worry him or the fact that I had an obvious English accent. He was just looking at all those lovely green backs. There was no ammunition for it but I was able to pick some of that up at the gun club. I had noticed whilst I was there that although you had to sign for how many rounds you bought, no one checked that you actually used the damn things. Well, with people coming in and out with their own guns I don't suppose it mattered.
Getting the gun back to England was the least of my worries as I had that planned for some time. We had a whole container full of machinery going back. Being as I was in charge of maintenance and it being a prototype machine with many supposedly secret parts inside, I was there when they sealed the container. Well, I had to have a quick check inside to make sure that everything was safe and secure, didn't I? No one apparently noticed that I went in with one briefcase and brought a different one out.
It was the same thing when the container arrived at Harwich. Customs broke the seal and the dog went in looking for drugs. I was lucky for me they use different dogs for drugs and weapons. Then I had to go in and have another quick look around. I even got a nice helpful customs man to carry the briefcase out, whilst I carried out a wooden rocking chair that I had brought for my loving wife. We had a good joke about whether there should be some duty to pay on it.
All this didn't happen overnight. I'd been planning this evening for nearly five years now. Ever since I discovered my loving wife was a cheating slut. When I found out she was cheating, I was angry and mad at her, so mad that I almost divorced her straight away. But as it became clear what she had been doing and whom she had been making hay with, I got really mad.
The more I found out about them the angrier I got. Until in the end I decided that I was going to kill them both. And then as my life was as good as over anyway and I didn't quite like the idea of spending the rest of my life in Parkhurst or one of Her Majesty's other secure holiday camps. I planned to shoot myself!
None of this can really be making much sense to you, so let me go back to the beginning.
I met my wife Maggie about six months after I returned to England from New Zealand. My whole family had emigrated out there when I was eighteen. But I never did settle down.
The whole New Zealand experience hadn't been a good one for me. Well, the whole family in the beginning really, but the others seemed to settle down eventually. Shortly after we arrived in Auckland, we nearly all went down with some stupid childhood illness. The local health officials threw the proverbial fit and slapped us all into isolation for a while until they found out what it was. Some little brat on that damn 707 must have been contagious. But it was pretty uncomfortable for a time, I can tell you! No wonder they push that bloody MMR inoculation so much nowadays. Well, the first few weeks out there were spent getting over that.
We settled into a nice house and I went to college where I completed my studies in engineering. I made a few good friends and I suppose for a while I must have enjoyed myself. But when I was twenty-six and after a disastrous failed relationship the end of which upset me very greatly, I upped sticks and, leaving my bad memories behind, returned to England.
I met Margaret when she was employed in the sales office at Punchall where I got a job on the service crew. I was out on the road working with the service and maintenance team. We worked closely with the sales guys installing the computer controlled sheet metal punching machines they sold and keeping them in top-notch order.
It wasn't long before Margaret and I were the talk of the company. All the sales guys had been after her for years and had gotten nowhere. I turn up and after a couple of weeks Maggie and I were an item.
Now I'm not too bad looking, but I'm no bloody oil painting either. But Margaret was something else completely, altogether out of this world. Why the hell she ever teamed up with me I never could understand.
We went steady for about eight months and then got hitched. My mother, father, Brother Bob and his wife Jane came over for the wedding. But both my sisters were tied up with their children. Well, that's what they said, but really I think it was the cost of flying over. Neither of their husbands was earning that well.
It didn't really matter as the following spring Maggie and I went out to Auckland for four weeks so she got to know them all.
Things went well for Maggie and me. We had bought a house in the suburbs of London. A four bedroom semi-detached, well three bedrooms and a large cupboard really. I never have been able to figure out how they can call those tiny rooms a bedroom. But it has made a nice little study for me over the years.
Maggie and I had been married about two years or so when my brother broke up with Jane and also returned to England. Robert is a year older than me, but quite honestly we looked like twins. When the family emigrated, Jane, his then fiancée had gone out with us and they got married in Auckland shortly after we arrived. But I had heard rumours from the rest of the family that all in the garden wasn't roses. For a few weeks he stayed with us; then got himself a flat in town.
Maggie and I both wanted children but it did take an inordinately long time before Maggie fell pregnant with our first daughter, almost four years. Then we had another three all about a year apart after the first one. Four girls! It looked like I was in for a worrying time when they were teenagers. But actually things have gone very smoothly as far as my daughters were concerned.
As the years flew by, I worked my way up in my job until I was promoted to the head of the service department. Nowadays I wear a suit and tell everyone else what to do. I spend most of my time negotiating service contracts. And of course I fly off all over the world making sure our franchisees keep their service departments up to scratch.
Bob was always around to help Maggie and the girls when I'm away. It was strange when we were kids, Bob and I never did get on that well. But after he came back form New Zealand we appeared to get on like a house on fire. I had always thought that when we were younger he was jealous of me. Being the youngest, mum and dad always had tended to favour me.
Bob married another London girl, Shirley, who I had actually gone to school with but unfortunately that marriage didn't last two years. Luckily there were no children so he didn't have the problems I had when I left Auckland. He shacked up with another girl for a while but that didn't last long either. I couldn't figure it out; there must be something about Bob that women soon get fed up with.
My youngest girl was fourteen when my world began to fall apart, and that happened in the strangest way. I was doing the daily chore of going through my e-mails when this strange one came up with nothing but a link on it. I'm not stupid. I didn't recognise the address it came from and I don't get caught that easily. I trashed it and forgot about it.
The next day it was there again. After three days I got fed up and blocked it. But the following day it came again but from a different address, and this time it said 'If you've got any sense you will read this story.'
Well whoever it was had caught my interest. I studied the link address 'Literotica.com'. Who the hell were they? Instead of clicking the link I Googled them and discovered it was an erotic story site. After looking around a bit I decided it was probably safe to try the link. And so with just a little trepidation, I did.
It was some stupid story called "Eight year break" I read the story; it was about some guy finding out his wife had been cheating on him and that one of his three children wasn't his, but had been fathered by some other guy. Well, I'm not into all this sort of stuff so I shut the site down and forgot about it.
The following Monday morning the bloody e-mail was back. But this time with a link to a different story.
Now I began to figure that whoever was sending me this rubbish was inside our system. Somehow they knew that I ditched the first few e-mails and had gone to the site on Friday. I figured whoever it was, was playing silly buggers. So I thought the easiest thing was to open the story then forget it. Whoever was messing around would soon get bored.
Once again the story was about a wife getting pregnant by some other man. I quickly scanned through it, but as I said it didn't do anything for me.
Tuesday there was a third. Same thing: wife getting pregnant outside the marriage and the husband bringing up someone else's kids thinking they were his own.
That night as we all sat around the dining table at home I looked at my children. 'God, what must it feel like to find out the children you love are not really yours?' I thought.
But that couldn't happen to me. I had a loving wife and all my children had distinctive features. My turned up nose and blond hair. Luckily (or should I say worryingly as the guys were already hanging around the older ones) they were all developing Margaret's lovely figure. But those noses were definitely mine.
Over the next week or so the e-mails with the links kept on coming. The stories were all on the same theme. In the end I would just open them and forget them.
One morning an e-mail had some text on it. 'For god's sake, man, open your eyes! Your children are not yours. Their father was bragging that you are a fool and will never work it out. He thinks it's a big joke that you are bringing up his children.'
Now this wasn't funny anymore. Whoever sent these stupid stories was getting right up my nose now. So I sent a reply telling them that I didn't appreciate the joke. But I used more colourful language.
Half an hour later another e-mail arrived.
'Where is your wife on the third Wednesday of every month?'
This was bloody nonsense; every Wednesday Maggie plays bridge with her girlfriends and has done so for as long as I can remember.
So I wrote back, "Playing Bridge as she does every Wednesday."
'Not on the third Wednesday of the month she doesn't. She plays something else in room 204 at the Royal Hotel. They've had a regular booking for years now.'
By now I was seriously upset. So I wrote back demanding to know whom it was that I was corresponding with.
The answer came back, "If I told you, you would never believe me and probably never talk to me again. But you have got to do something about your wife. I have told you now so you will never hear from me in this manner again. But please don't let them make a fool of you any longer. We will be here when you need us. Trust me."
I wrote back but my e-mail was returned 'address not found'. I tried the other address and the same thing happened.
At dinner that night I once again looked around my daughters' faces. Abigail the oldest at twenty, who had recently set up house with her boyfriend Mike, had come home for a couple of days as Mike was going away on a training course. Whoever the writer of those e-mails was, they had to be wrong. These four girls all had my nose and hair.
The Wednesday of that week was the third Wednesday of the month. As we finished dinner Maggie got ready to go to her bridge night. I was still undecided about what I was going to do when Abigail suddenly asked me if I was going out.
"Well I normally stay in, when your mother goes to bridge, to look after Hannah. (My youngest Hannah was still a few months short of her fourteenth birthday.) I know she wouldn't do anything silly but the law says she's too young to be left alone."
"I'll stay with Hannah if you like. You go and have a game of darts or something."
God, this was strange. I can remember all the arguments when Maggie and I had asked Abigail to look after her younger siblings in the past. Then I realised, Abigail is no fool. In a couple of year's time she is going to be looking for a baby-sitter herself. And who are the cheapest babysitters around? Mum and Dad of course.
"Why, thanks, Abby, I'll take you up on that. And by the way I hope you and Mike are planning on tying the knot before you need me to reciprocate."
"Next spring if all goes well dad. I'm having trouble persuading Mike to wait that long. He can't wait to make it official. He thinks I'm going to run out on him or something. But I think you must be sure you can trust the person you marry, mustn't you."
A poignant remark but a strange one for my daughter to make.
I told her she was being sensible, then went up to get changed. Of course I wasn't going to the pub; I was going to check where Maggie was going. I can tell you that wasn't easy for me to do. We'd been married twenty-two years and beside those e-mails I had never had any cause to distrust her.
I drove around to the friend's house where Maggie was playing bridge. And guess what? Her car was parked just up the road. So the e-mails had been a cruel hoax. Feeling just a little relieved I decided that that pint was a good idea.
I was turning the corner at the end of the road when something caught my eye. In the distance I just noticed a woman walking. When you've been married for twenty-two years you can recognise your wife a bloody mile away and that woman was Maggie. Another hundred yards and she would be at the Royal.
The pain in my chest was crushing. I actually thought I was having a heart attack. I watched Maggie walk up the road staying in the shadows. When she got opposite the Royal she stopped and looked around. I was surprised she didn't recognise my car, but I got the chance to make sure it really was her.
But why didn't she see me? Was it over-confidence? Had she done this so many times in the past that her checking around was just a formality? There had never been anyone to see her in the past, why should there be someone tonight? Then she quickly crossed the road and went into the Royal.
The Royal is a large hotel about a mile or so from my home. It had at one time been a very flashy place but was nowadays living on its reputation. I had heard it had turned into a bit of a knocking shop on the quiet
What the hell was I going to do now? Who the hell was she meeting in there? I knew one thing; it looked like Maggie and I were heading for the divorce court pretty rapidly. My informant appeared to have been correct and Maggie has been playing around even if he had got the children part wrong.
End of part one
*
Note. "Knocking Shop" can be a brothel. Although in this case it's used in its more common colloquial meaning to refer to a Hotel or other such establishment, that has got a reputation as a place where illicit liaisons are known to take place.
Message to PAPATOAD. Sorry mate couldn't get in touch with you to ask whether you objected to my referring to your story here. If you object, I apologise.
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I don't know how long I sat there staring at that hotel. My mind was in a kind of daze. I had just followed my loving wife to a hotel where I had been informed she was going to meet her lover; the guy who apparently claimed to be the father of my children.
Then I saw the light come on in one of the rooms on the first floor. Now I had on occasions been into the Royal in the past. Sometimes we have used it for seminars and things at work. The rooms on the first floor are numbered in the 200's so I assumed that was room 204, the one my informant had said they usually used. Unfortunately there was a balcony on all the rooms on this side of the hotel that obscured my view. I moved the car up and down the road but I couldn't see anything inside the room even though the curtains were not drawn.
For the next hour or so my mind was in turmoil. Should I go dashing in there like an avenging tiger? It sounds like the obvious thing to do. But on reflection I thought, I was only going on what someone else had told me. I had no proof that Maggie was in that room and if she was I had no idea who she was with or what she was doing. Supposing she was on some innocent errand, which seemed unlikely to me but it was a possibility. Supposing she was meeting some lover, but in a different room. I'd look a complete idiot, prove nothing and more likely tip Maggie and her so called lover off that I was suspicious.
Let's face it: whilst I'd been sitting there a dozen couples had gone in and out. If I went to the wrong room I'd most likely get my teeth kicked in for my trouble. No, it was better if I waited to see with whom Maggie comes out. I was sure I would be able to get all the evidence I needed at their next rendezvous. In the end I settled on parking in the hotel car park to wait and see what happened. Look, what was the point in rushing things, if this has been going on long enough for this creep to be telling people that my kids are his, what difference is a bloody month going to make now?
It would also give me time to move some finances around as well. These divorces can be very expensive. I'd be far better off if I quietly moved some of my money to where the lawyers can't find it and that was going to take some time.
You'd honestly be surprised at what goes through your mind when you are sitting waiting for your so-called loving wife to finish her little tryst.
About ten thirty the light went out in the room and a few minutes later Maggie came out the front door alone. She turned right into the car park and actually walked right past my car. But she was looking up and down the road and not at the parked cars.
When there was no traffic about, she all but ran over the road into the shadows by the houses on the other side and then quickly made off down the side turning towards where her own car was parked.
I sat around watching the door of the hotel but only groups and couples came out. I was expecting a single man to appear. But I was out of luck.
At midnight I made my way home. I really didn't know how I was going to handle things at home. Whilst I had been sitting outside the hotel that was the one thing I hadn't thought about. I must have sat in the drive for a long time before I got up the nerve to go inside. When I got in I was met by Abigail and Ashley (my second eldest). They told me their mother had gone to bed and they were wondering where I had been as I was so late getting home. I told them I had been at the sports club where I had been playing snooker.
I went up to bed and as I got in Maggie cuddled up to me. Now this was my big test, I didn't want her to know I was suspicious of her so I had to play the loving husband. Well, I was the loving husband; it was Maggie who was doing the betraying.
Maggie's hands started roaming. I knew that she was intending that we have a session, but she was unlucky. For some reason my pecker decided that it wasn't going to play ball. Well, I think I knew the reason but Maggie was surprised. In all the years we had been together it was the first time she hadn't been able to turn me on.
I acted just as surprised as she was and told her I was going to have to see the doctor about it as I was much too young to have the equipment failing. We fell asleep in each other's arms. Well, that's a bloody lie; Maggie fell asleep and I lay there wondering what had gone wrong between us and when.
The following day and the days that followed nothing appeared to have changed. Maggie acted as she always had and I had to act my socks off pretending that nothing was wrong.
The only thing I can remember that was any different about that time was Abigail and Ashley. They both seemed to have suddenly grown up; Ashley announced that she was moving in with Abigail and Mike. Basically they said it was to help with the rent. But I had my suspicions that she figured she would have more freedom with her fiancé Roger. If you know what I mean?
Hey, I was a teenager in the sixties. Besides advising them to use extreme caution, my girls were free to make their own choices.
As a matter of fact I suddenly realised how much all my girls had grown up. I may have been mistaken but over the few months before I found out about Maggie, all my daughters had grown much closer to me. I found I didn't have to lay down the law as much and the younger two would never be late home anymore.
I gave the Royal a good check out. Being the director in charge of servicing and maintenance at Punchall I visited the Royal on the pretence that I was going to hold another seminar. They were too happy to help and laid out the red carpet. Whilst I was there, I gave room 204 the once over. It was the bridal suite, very nicely done if you ask me.
I'd done my homework and asked if it was available for the third Wednesday of the next month. Guess what? It was booked for the third Wednesday of every month. I stood behind the guy as he typed the date into the computer; I nearly had another heart attack when I saw it was booked in Maggie's maiden name. I booked the room next door under my secretary Steff's name. I'd had to bounce all this off someone and besides my brother there was no one else I could trust.
When I got back to the office I quickly told my secretary what I had done and that night I went round to her house and told her husband about my problems. I didn't want him getting any wrong ideas. He was very sympathetic and offered to come with me on the night. Apparently he had caught his first wife on the lam. Gary and Stephanie turned into good friends who I have relied on a lot over the last few years.
Maggie and my sex life almost died out completely although it did recover a little as the years went on. Once I knew whom she was going with, I got my act together. I will admit I was using her for sex and sex alone. But I was acting the part of the loving husband. I was so hurt by her actions that when the time came to end it I wanted it to take her completely by surprise.
All too soon it was the third Wednesday of the month again. I came home from work to find that we had visitors for dinner: Ashley, Abigail and Mike joined us. No sooner had Maggie gone up to change for her bridge night than Abbie asked me if I wanted to go and play snooker again.
This turned out to be very useful since I had intended going out even if it did mean I left Hannah alone. But having her two older sisters there saved me having to worry. Bridget, the second youngest, was staying with a friend from college.
Gary met me at the sports club and we used his car to drive to the Royal. He signed us in and we went up to the room. A quick look at the balconies assured us that I could get over to 204's balcony. From there I could film what was going on in the room. Assuming they never closed the curtain that is. They hadn't closed them last month so I was hoping that was their habit.
I climbed over the balustrade and jumped the gap, with Gary holding onto a safety line. I had no intention of killing myself. Well, not at that time.
I hid by the wall alongside the window and watched Maggie come up the road and enter the hotel. It was less than ten minutes before the light came on. I tentatively looked around the window frame and almost immediately threw up. Within seconds of entering the room Maggie was on her knees sucking my brother Robert's cock. Gary was at my side within seconds. He didn't know Bob from Adam and just grabbed the camera and started filming.
I didn't look again and left Gary to do the filming. He stood there leaning back against the balustrade and filmed it all. How the devil neither Bob or Maggie saw him I'll never know? Gary was still filming and on his third or fourth tape when they turned the lights out and left the room.
To say I was totally pissed off came nowhere near how I felt. To be betrayed by your wife is one thing but to be betrayed by your own flesh and blood was unbelievable. Yes, when we were younger Bob and I were always at each other's throats but I thought we had grown out of it. It appears Bob had found a way to really screw me (pun intended).
Gary went down to the bar and brought me back a stiff drink. He got himself a scotch as well but I'm afraid I drank both of them. He told me that he had seen Bob leave by the back door. That explained why I hadn't spotted him last month; there was a completely different car park out the back, approached from another road.
Gary went back down to the bar and this time returned with the bottle. I made a hell of a hole in it, I'll tell you.
"Well, I must admit I've seen some porno films in my time," Gary said, "but I've never seen anything quite like that."
"What do you mean?" I asked.
"It was like sex by numbers. You wait until you see the film. No kissing or cuddling just sex."
I must have had a confused look on my face because Gary went on. "Look, they came in, she gave him a blow job but didn't finish him off then they both stripped and he did her missionary fashion. I think he came but I'm not too sure she did. My first wife used to fake it all the time and I got the feeling. Anyway they had a drink then she blew him again until he was ready, then he took her doggy style. There was no way he rang her bells that time. Once he got himself off, she went into the shower. He got dressed, she came out of the shower already dressed and they both left. I tell you that is the most boring porno film ever."
Over the next few days I did manage to watch the video and Gary was right. It was the most un-erotic sex I have ever seen. Come on, I told you I've been all over the world and watched some live sex shows in my time. That bit of film was just very dull sex.
Now finding out that my brother was my wife's lover put a completely different aspect on things. My heart turned very cold. Divorcing Maggie was not enough for me and within days I had decided I was going to kill both of them. But this left me with a quandary. What was I going to do about my girls? But then I thought just hold on a minute, they might not be my girls. Bob had the same nose as me, and the same hair.
I loved those four girls and I still had two of them living at home. It was with a very cold heart that I decided to wait until they were all settled and if possible married before I took any drastic action. Besides revenge is best served cold.
Within days my e-mail friend reappeared, it was obvious they were aware that I knew that what they had told me about Maggie cheating on me was correct. They were asking me what action I was going to take. For weeks I ignored him or her. I knew nothing about them. But in the end I told them I would take action at what I considered the appropriate time. The last e-mail I got from them just said 'Good luck'. Then I never heard anymore.
-----------------------------
Well, here I am on this bloody balcony and Hannah my youngest was married last weekend. None of the girls will have any money worries for a while as all my savings are to go to them. I have just to take three paces then fire though the French doors and kill the pair of them.
Taking a deep breath I walked out to the middle of the balcony, turned and taking up the stance, legs apart two hands on the gun ready to let loose. I have nine shots three each for them and plenty left over for myself if I fucked-up the first shot.
Bollocks I've miss-timed it and waited to long. Bob is fucking her missionary fashion. I needed to get clear shots at both of them. Now I'll have to wait until he's finished. I dive back into the shadows and flick the safety back on.
Christ, I'm panting. What the fuck? Something is vibrating against my leg. Shit, it's my fucking cell phone. Lucky the bloody ringer is turned off but they probably wouldn't have heard it anyway. All the times I've been out here filming them over the years and they had never been aware of me yet.
I don't know why but I pulled the phone out of my pocket. 'New message' it proclaims.
There are times in your life when you don't think about what you are doing and this proved to be one of them for me. Come on; I was just about to murder two people and what the hell was I doing pushing the bloody 'read now' button on a mobile phone.
"Dad, please come home. I know you have the gun. Please! We love you and need you. Don't do anything silly. Please come home now. Abbie"
How the hell does Abbie know I've got a gun? I stuffed the phone back into my pocket ignoring the message and stepped back out onto the balcony; the two of them are sitting on the bed drinking wine. Carefully I took aim. But which one was I going to shoot first. Him or her? I decided she would watch her stud die before her eyes.
End of part two.
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Carefully I took aim. But which one was I going to shoot first. Him or her? I decided Margaret would watch her stud die before her eyes. How long did I stand there ready to fire? I don't really know, but just as my finger went back to the safety catch again, I was suddenly aware of movement off to my right.
"For Christ sake, Dave, please don't do this!" a hushed voice whispered, "The girls need you!"
I turned and saw Abigail's Mike standing on the balcony to my room.
"Please put that gun down. The girls want their father and our children are going to need a grandfather."
It may sound silly to say but he was wasting his breath. I had already discovered that for all my planning I had forgotten one thing. I wasn't a killer! Angry as I had been, I couldn't stand there and shoot two people in cold blood. Even if I did despise them.
I lowered the gun flicking the safety back on as I did so then climbed back over the balustrade and jumped the gap back to the balcony on which Mike was standing. I didn't worry about the drop this time; if I fell I hoped I would kill myself. Mike took my arm and led me back into room 203.
"Thank god, Dave, we only realised what you were planning to do this evening. We were just expecting you were going to file for a divorce or something. But when Abbie found the gun was missing, Christ, you gave us a shock."
"How the hell did Abbie know I had a gun?"
"She's been watching you closely since you found out about this."
I looked at Mike. "You! Those e-mails?"
"Not me, Dave. Abbie and Ashley, I just arranged the computer access for them. You know my cousin works in your firm. The girls told us what to say. They've known about it for years; but how could they tell you? They loved you too much. They didn't want him as their father. It was only when your brother started shooting his mouth off and I overheard him in a pub, they decided it was time for you to know."
"It was hard for them, you know, they love both of you and when they were young they didn't know what to do. As they got older they thought you would blame them for not telling you sooner. That left them in a quandary. How would you react towards them when you found out they had always known."
I was in a daze as he led me out of the room and down to my car. Then he called Abbie and told her we would be at the house soon.
Abbie and Ashley were in crying mode when we got there. They told me they had known something had been going on since they were children. They said that as they got older Bob would not visit the house so much when I wasn't around. But they had overheard strange arguments between their mother and Uncle Bob when they were small. When I wasn't around Uncle Bob would talk to their mother as if she was a scivvy and order her around.
Abbie had overheard a big argument they had, in which uncle Bob had told their mother she was going to meet him on the third Wednesday of every month or else; as it was the anniversary or something. As they got older they realised that the or else meant I would find out about the meetings at the hotel.
I couldn't make it out. From what they were saying it appeared Maggie had been going to the hotel under duress. But what could Bob be holding over her. What did he have on her that would put the kind of fear in her that would make her have sex with him every month?
Could Maggie believe that the girls or at least one of them weren't mine? If she did, that could only mean one thing. She and Bob had had an affair that started all this off. I only wished that I had been able to hear what they said to each other in that Hotel room. But it didn't matter; Maggie had to have done something bad to start the ball rolling. Forgiveness was not in the cards here.
I looked at my watch. I had an hour or so before Maggie would get home. Telling the girls I was going to try and get out of the house before their mother returned I began to pack my stuff. Ashley, Mike and Abigail helped me pack and asked me whether I was going to stay with them.
I told them I was going away somewhere to reflect on what my next move was going to be. I knew of a religious retreat down near Newton Abbott in Devon. A friend of mine had been there a few times to get his head together after his wife passed away unexpectedly. It's a weird place completely cut off from the outside world, no phones or post. When you wish to go there you have to go and knock on the door.
Mike insisted that I leave the gun safely locked away in my safe where I always stored it. It would be safe in there, as I was the only one who had the combination.
My car loaded, I drove away, the girls and Mike remained to inform Maggie that it was over. I would really have liked to be a fly on the wall when Maggie got home that night.
I think I drove a little on the fast side. For simplicity I went down the M4 and M5 arriving at the retreat at two in the morning. The place was in darkness so I reclined my seat and got my head down in the car.
I fell asleep much quicker than I thought I would. Maybe it was the relief that I was over the strain of play-acting the loving husband for the last few years.
---------------------------
A taping on the car window awakened me. I opened my eyes to see someone standing by the car completely covered by a monk's habit, only, unusually for England, the habit was White. The hood came down so far that I couldn't see the person's face. Coming to my senses, I wound down the window and took the cup that was being held out for me. As I took it I noticed it was a woman's hand holding it.
"Good morning, Brother. Are you in need or are you here to visit someone?"
"Well, I need somewhere to sort myself out. My life is a disaster at the moment."
"Brother John will see you very shortly then. Please drink your coffee; it will help you wake up. Once you are settled you can rest all you wish."
My friend had told me about this Brother John character. He ran this whole place. He wasn't apparently connected to any religious order. And when I was first told about it, I had assumed it was a bit of a rip-off place. But they had been a great help to my friend; even if it was a little on the expensive side.
Another couple of habits opened the great doors. That's all you could call them, as you could not tell if they were male or female. I drove inside and the sister who had welcomed me told me to park my car over by some others. She told me to empty my pockets onto the driver's seat and leave the keys in the ignition. I would need nothing from the outside world while I was here.
She was right. After I was shown to a room, I was issued a habit, some white underwear and a pair of sandals. Having changed I was taken down to a refectory and served breakfast. It was apparent that everyone else had already eaten.
After breakfast I was taken to meet Brother John. He was a very unimpressive man, dressed in the same white habit that everyone seemed to wear there. But he had a mind like no one I had ever met before.
We sat and talked for hours and during that time he somehow managed to get my whole life story out of me. . It amazed me he made no notes and the bare room had no recording equipment in it but he appeared to remember everything I ever said to him. All my families' names and all the relevant dates.
On my third or maybe it was the fourth day there, (it's one of those places where time is unimportant) a sister came to tell me I had a visitor. With some trepidation I went down to the visitor's room to find Mike waiting for me.
He told me that Maggie had collapsed when they had told her I knew everything. She told them that Robert had been blackmailing her but she had steadfastly refused to tell them anything further. They were speculating the same as I was that Margaret had had an affair with Robert and they thought that it was possible that one of the siblings was his. I remained silent on this; the time would come for me to speak on that one. There was no sense in rocking the boat any further.
Apparently Maggie had been trying to find me. She was shocked when she called my employers to find I had resigned a couple of weeks earlier. She'd also been taken by surprise to find that all my savings had been transferred into a holding account. I had left £10,000 in our account. I had planned that would be used for our funerals. . My will gave my solicitor instructions as to what was to happen to the rest of our money. But for the meantime it was out of Maggie's reach.
I had also set the wheels in motion to reclaim a loan from my brother's estate. I had lent him money to buy his flat; His divorce had virtually bankrupted him. I used Mike's cell phone (much against the rules at the retreat) to ask my solicitors to look into a legal way of keeping Bob out of my house. It was mine and in my name; I told them that if Maggie wished to remain living there it was to be without him. Mike told me that as far as they could work out Bob hadn't been near the place or Maggie. One of the girls had been with their mother all the time since I left.
I was at the retreat for three weeks, having private consultations with Brother John almost every day. That's all you could call them; I have never visited a psychiatrist but I got the feeling that's what he had originally been.
At my last meeting with him I found I had made the decision to go back to New Zealand and visit my family over there. I don't remember Brother John suggesting it; he didn't ever appear to suggest anything. But I'm sure he made me believe that I had to got back there and close that chapter in my life.
----------------------
The following weekend I flew out to New Zealand. My parents were shocked when I walked through the door. It appeared that no one had informed them of what had happened. Yet I knew my brother spoke to them on the phone every week. When I revealed what had been going on, my father nearly had a coronary. Mother went very quiet; I don't think she believed my brother could be that wicked.
The younger of my sisters Yvonne, did not seem surprised in the slightest when she heard about it. Both my sisters had come rushing over the moment they heard I was in town. It was not the enjoyable afternoon that it should have been.
Quite late in the day Yvonne took my arm and steered me out into the garden. "There's lots you need to know about." She told me, "You must come and see me in the morning. Come over to my house about nine when everyone's gone to work and don't tell mum and dad where you're going. If the old man hears about what I've got to tell you, it will certainly kill him."
The following morning I was suffering from a bad case of jet lag as I somewhat groggily drove over to Yvonne's place in my hired car. Yvonne met me at the door and gave me the obligatory tour of the house, as I hadn't seen it for over twenty years.
It struck me she was no longer in the hurry she had been to impart this important secret. When I asked her, she just told me to be patient. Around ten we were sitting in her back garden when I heard a car pull up out front. Yvonne made no move to see who it was so I gathered whoever it was Yvonne was expecting them.
Then Alice Carter, a girl I had known and dated for awhile at college, came walking around the side of the house.
"Hi, Dave, how have you been keeping?" she asked.
Before I could answer her Yvonne stood up and said, "I'll leave you to tell him. If you need an umpire just call."
Alice came over and sat beside me.
"I don't know were to begin. I really should have told you this years ago. But I know why Erica walked out on you. She was devastated when she found out how they had tricked her. She went to England to find you but by that time you had married Margaret so she never did see you to explain. She's living in England now, on the coast in Dorset."
-------------------------
Erica, the first love of my life, was the reason I had originally gone back to England. I had met Erica in college and we had hit it off straight away. Her people were quite well-to-do and hadn't thought too highly of me. Well, to be honest they hated me; I was one of the rougher kids and to their mind came from the wrong side of town.
Against their wishes Erica and I had set up home together. We didn't get married as her parents were dead against it. We figured they'd get used to the idea in a couple of years and we would get hitched then.
We had two children the first a boy (David Jr.) was never too well and died at three months. The second, a girl Otterley, was a dream; she was one of those perfect babies. Feeds and nappy changes all went like clockwork and she rarely woke us up at night.
But Erica's family were dead set against me and were forever trying to drive a wedge between us. One day I came home from work and Erica and Otterley were gone. I had only just discovered they were missing when the doorbell rang. Two legal wallies stood at the door. They slapped a court order in my hand saying I wasn't to approach or harass Erica and I was also not allowed to go within a mile of her parent's house.
As I said Erica's parents were well off. The more I tried to get in contact with her the more they used their influence to make things difficult for my whole family. I soon found myself out of a job. My boss told me that he had been informed he was going to lose a lot of business if he kept me on. My sisters' husbands were getting the same treatment and in the end I had given up the fight and returned to England.
---------------------
Alice opened her handbag and took out and envelope. "This is why Erica left you."
I opened the envelope and six or seven photographs fell out. They were of a much younger and very naked Alice having sex with a young man. But not any young man she was having sex with me! Now Alice and I had been good friends and we had been very close at times, but I had never had any sexual relations with her.
"No, it's not you it's Robert. I think he had his haircut especially to look like yours and they were originally taken on a Polaroid camera. Someone copied them and doctored them. You will notice your birthmark has been added and the scar over Bob's right eye taken out. Erica and I took them into town and the guy at the photo lab blew them up really big and you could see the brush marks where the alterations were made."
"Erica was tricked and you know by whom. I honestly didn't know what he was doing. I thought we were just having a little fun. He took the photos and I thought he had destroyed them. I didn't know what he was planning. We think he picked me because he and Erica knew I was sweet on you when we were in college. She was ever so angry with me and challenged me in the street one day. We had been friends in college and that hurt her almost as much as the idea of you cheating on her."
"She called me all the names you could think of for having a fling with you; but I called her liar, said we had never been together and told her to prove that we had. Well she did! She came round to my house the following day and waved these under my nose. Well, it didn't make any sense so after we had both calmed down, we worked out what had gone on."
"It was Erica's parents and your brother. They split you two up. But by then it was too late for Erica; you had married someone else."
"Who else knows about this?"
"Yvonne, Jane and me, oh and my husband. What was the point of upsetting everyone? What was done was done."
"How did Jane come to know?"
"That was my husband, Tye. Do you remember him from college? Apparently you helped him out in a fight one night."
I remembered the guy, Tye Harding. His name wasn't Tye of course, but there was some actor with that name, so Tye had used it as his nickname and it stuck. I couldn't remember the fight but then I was in a lot of fights back then.
"Tye was clearing out a drawer at home and found these; he wasn't too happy, I can tell you. I had to explain what it was all about. Well, he blew his top. You know he considered you as a friend so in a fit of temper he took the pictures around to Jane. She went completely bonkers, threw Bob out and divorced him. They had been married when those pictures were taken. Oh, Jane's remarried to Tye's older brother and they've had three children. Oh and she would like to see you, if you don't mind?"
"What the hell does she want to see me about?"
"She wouldn't say but the story of your recent problems has got around on the grapevine pretty quick. I think you should know there have been lots of rumours about what Bob was up to over there."
"You mean everyone knows Bob been knocking off my wife."
Well, not exactly. But Bob's friends have been saying that he has three or four children; Jane always says that's got to be bullshit. Although she never will say why she thinks that it is."
I thanked Alice for the information and asked her if she knew any more about Erica and Otterley. But unfortunately Alice had lost track of them shortly after they had gone to England.
Apparently Erica had disowned her family and not returned to New Zealand. Alice had received a couple of letters from her years ago but the only addresses she had were hotels and it appeared Erica had been moving about a lot. In the years since, Erica had sent Alice a couple of Christmas cards and the like but had never put a return address on them.
Alice had deduced that Erica didn't want her parents to find out her whereabouts; Alice thought Erica was punishing them by staying hidden. It was a well-known fact that they were looking for her. Erica's father had apparently spent a fortune on the search for her.
The only thing Alice was sure of was that all the post she had received from Erica had come from the Dorset area. Sometimes they were postmarked Weymouth and other times Dorchester. Well, it was somewhere I could start looking.
For the next week or so I went into a round of meeting up with old friends and getting to know my nephews and nieces. I became acutely aware of some of Bob's old friends snickering when they saw me. And something else I found interesting; people that I hardly knew would come up and feign friendship. It wouldn't take long for these somewhat strained conversations to work their way around to Erica. I soon learned that Erica's father had a sizeable reward on offer for information about where she was.
Almost as soon as I had set it up, e-mails started coming through from my daughters asking me to return to England. They all assured me that they loved me. But they also said that Robert had been in touch with all of them claiming to be their real father. It struck me that there was going to have to be a real showdown. Maybe I should have had it before I went to New Zealand but I was much calmer now and I hoped I knew where my life was going.
Shortly after I began to make my plans to return to England I received a call from Alice telling me that Jane wanted to see me. We made arrangements for me to meet her at Alice's house.
The meeting was short and sweet. Jane threw her arms around me and told me how sorry she was about what Robert had done. Then she told me what I had expected her to tell me and we parted promising to stay in contact. One of her daughters was planning to come to England for a while and I said I would look out for her whilst she was there.
After Jane left, Alice told me she was working hard to track Erica down. It appeared that their old school friends had scattered to the four corners of the globe and Alice was slowly tracking them all down. It was apparent that Erica's father had been along the same route as some of them were being very coy. But Alice said that the moment she told them that it was me who was looking for Erica; they suddenly became much more co-operative; unfortunately no one had come up with anything concrete so far.



Once again l climbed aboard a 747 for the journey back to England. Was I looking forward to it? Yes and No. I was hoping I was going to be able to find my oldest daughter and maybe if I was lucky I was going to be reunited with her mother. But it had been a long time and of course Erica could well be happily married.
On the other hand there was going to be a showdown with Margaret and Robert. I no longer considered Robert my brother and neither did any of my family in New Zealand.
End of part three
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Chapter 4: Crying Time Again
On the way back home I stopped over in San Francisco for a couple of days. Alice had given me the address of an old school friend whom she suspected knew a little more than she was saying about Erica. To be honest I didn't blame her. Alice was relying on the Internet. It could be anyone using Alice's name. Who can tell who is on the other end of an e-mail?
Sheila Carter, or Greenbay as she was now, had been one of our crowd at college. She had visions of being a famous actress. I must say she had the looks and figure for it but we all thought her voice would be her downfall. She had taken off for Hollywood straight from college whilst Erica and I were together. But like most of the hopefuls, she hadn't made it and had finished up marrying an American guy and settling down just outside San Francisco.
As my taxi turned into the quiet suburban road she lived in, I was struck once again as I always was over there that so many of these lovely houses appeared to be made of wood. Wooden houses are rare in England.
As we slowly cruised down the street looking for Sheila's house, I suddenly saw her working in her front garden. The years had taken their toll but she was beautiful as she ever was. Sheila looked up as I opened the taxi's door and instantly recognised me.
"My god, David, you don't look a day older."
"Well, I am girl, but you're just as beautiful as you always were. I've got a damn sight older in the last few years."
"Yes, I was sorry to hear about your wife, but I get the feeling Erica will not be too upset."
"You know where she is then?" I asked.
"Not exactly, But I can give you the address of someone in England who knows where she is. She brought Otterley over here a few years back. Hey, would you like to see some photos of them? You can't have seen either of them since -- --.
Sheila's sentence dropped off; it was obvious she didn't know how to finish it.
"Not only see them, I'd like to get some copies of them if I can."
"Come inside and meet my husband Milt, I'm sure he can scan them into the computer for you."
With that we went inside and Sheila had showed me the photographs. God, if you had stood Otterley along side my other daughters, I doubt whether anyone could pick her out. Sheila and I talked about Erica and the old times at college. It was apparent that in her efforts to persuade Sheila to part up with some information about Erica and her whereabouts, Alice had filled Sheila in on my recent troubles.
Sheila did say that someone who was acting for Erica's parents had a habit of showing up at regular intervals, asking if Sheila had heard from her. That's why Sheila had been shy about telling Alice what she knew.
I stayed the night at Sheila and her husband's house; the following day she drove me to the airport. For the rest of the flight to London I sat and studied the pictures of Erica and Otterley that Milt had printed out for me.
Abigail met me at Heathrow and took me to where I had left my car. I declined the offer to stay with them at the flat. I told her that Margaret was her mother. If I moved in with the girls it might look as if I was trying to influence them and drive a wedge between them and their mother. Although I would never be able to forgive, Maggie I was acutely aware that the girls needed her.
A strange way to think, I know, considering that I had so recently planned to kill Margaret and myself. But then the human brain is a funny thing. If it is working rationally, what you would like to do and what you actually do are two entirely different things. Thinking back, maybe I always knew I wouldn't be able to take their mother from them.
I checked into a small hotel I knew. It was close to a friend's house and he offered me easy access to the Internet.
The next few days were spent getting my bio clock back in sync and tracking down a couple of people who I thought would be useful to me when I finally confronted the two lovers. Although from what Abigail had told me, Robert had not even tried to contact Margaret, but he was pestering the girls claiming to be their real father.
I thought when it came to it, I had better have some people around to make sure I didn't 'lose it' when it came to the showdown. To be more honest I didn't want my girls seeing Robert and I coming to blows. There would be plenty of time for that later.
It was the Saturday after I had returned to England. The night before I had tied one on a bit with my friend whose computer I had been using. I was awakened by someone knocking on my hotel room door.
"Come in, it's open." I yelled, figuring it was room service with my breakfast. I wasn't in the mood to actually get up yet. All that happened was there was another knock on the door.
"Come in, its not locked." I yelled again. 'What the hell, don't the staff here understand English' I thought.
Knock. Knock.
'For Christ's sake' I thought as I dragged myself out of my bed. I strode over to the door; pulling it open, I said "Don't you bloody understand English? Oh! Shit, Erica, what the hell are you doing here?"
"That's a nice way to say hello and do you expect me to just go walking into some strange man's room?"
"Sorry, you took me by surprise. Anyway I know it's been a long time but you can't really call me a strange man. After all we did know each other rather intimately at one time."
Erica ignored my attempt at humour and rushed into an attempt at an explanation of her actions all those years ago.
"Dave! I don't really know what to say to you. I! I was such a fool to believe them. Sheila said you have seen those pictures. Honestly I did think it was you in them with Alice."
"They were good. But you could have asked me about it before you went running off. Look, we can't stand out here all day. I've got to get dressed. Do you want to come in or would you prefer to wait in the lounge? I can be down in a couple of minutes."
"I'd love to come in, but I think it better if I wait in the lounge with Ottie. She can't wait to meet her father, and to be frank I'm not too sure I could control myself if I came into your room."
"That's the nicest thing anyone's said to me in years. Give me five minutes."
I went to give her a kiss but she stopped me.
"Later, Dave, let's not start anything you might not want to finish. I told you I don't trust myself."
She turned and walked down the hall. I dashed back inside and dived into the shower room. I don't think I have ever got shaved, showered and dressed that fast in my life. All right, two small nicks, but I was in a bit of a hurry. Oh! And I buttoned my shirt twice; one button out the first time. The stairs were quicker than the lift and I took them three at a time, with just a little tumble.
As I walked into the lounge, both Erica and Otterley stood up as I entered. A waiter followed me in carrying a tray with coffee and teapots on it, which he placed on the table by the girls. Then he made a point of closing the doors as he left. It appeared Erica had arranged us some privacy.
"David, I'd like to introduce you to your daughter, Otterley."
Otterley did not wait for me to respond. She came rushing over, threw her arms around me and kissed me on the cheek.
"Um, hello, Otterley, I must say you appear to be somewhat larger and a lot more beautiful than you were when I last saw you."
"Thank you, Daddy" She replied with tears in her eyes, "You don't know how long I've waited to be able to call you that. I have been so jealous of the others."
"You know about my other daughters?"
"I not only know about them, I've met some of them."
"Met them, when?"
"Sorry, daddy, I've been a bit of a stalker. I've watched you for years. I even went to night school with Ashley."
"Oh, God, of course Ottie. Ashley said there was a girl who looked just like her at the college. And you didn't tell her who you were?"
"Come on, father, how could I? What do you think Ashley would have said if I suddenly announced to her that I was her half sister? I know that you never told her I existed. It was up to you to tell her first."
"Good point. I had always thought you were on the other side of the world and would never meet. But I think it could well have put the cat among the pigeons if your existence had become common knowledge."
"Sorry, I don't understand what you mean."
"Never mind, just a little twisted and somewhat sick private joke of mine. You might understand it one day." I turned to Erica, "Well, Erica, what have you got to say for yourself."
"You will never know how sorry I am about what I did to you, Dave!"
"God, girl I didn't mean that. I've seen those bloody pictures; Christ, Alice had to remind me that we had never got together. But why have you hidden from me all these years?"
"You were married. I couldn't interfere in your marriage."
"A marriage. Is that what it was? A pity my wife never realised."
"If Robert was involved, she might not have been to blame."
"It takes two to tango girl, you know that."
"You've still got that annoying habit."
"Pardon."
"When you're angry you always called me Girl."
"Shit, sorry, have I always done that?"
"Yes, you have. But I'm not a girl. I'm a married woman."
"Oh shit, who's the lucky man?"
"You are, you idiot! But you died!"
"That's news to me. Er, just when did we get married and how did I die?"
"I found it easier to be the grieving widow than the unmarried mother. So you died in a car crash."
"Why not just play the divorcee?"
"Oh, the gay divorcee. That would have been good. I was trying to keep the wolves at bay not encourage them."
"I see and what about this wolf. Are you going to chase him away?"
"I don't know. If he plays his cards right and after he gets his divorce sorted out, he could well find himself getting resurrected. But it is going to confuse a lot of my friends."
With very few words Erica and I appeared to be almost back where we were twenty five years ago. At complete ease with one another, as it had been when we first met. We didn't have to say much because we both knew what the other was thinking and feeling.
"We've made a bit of a mess of it, haven't we." I said to Erica.
"You didn't. I did; I should have trusted you."
"Hey, that isn't what I meant. But from here on we have got to do things right."
"I haven't got the faintest idea what you two are on about." Otterley commented.
"We should have said 'sod them', and got married in the first place," I said. "But then I wouldn't have my other daughters."
"And why not? I wasn't worn out you know."
"Shit, I didn't mean that."
Erica started laughing. And I realised she was taking the rise out of me.
"I'm sorry, Dave, but you walked into that. I hope your girls will accept me as their stepmother. That's providing you'll have me."
"They won't have much choice, that is providing you find you can put up with me. I must have some pretty big faults to drive Margaret into Robert's arms."
"If you don't mind we'll take things slowly, or as slowly as I can manage. I'll tell you now we'll have none of your funny stuff until you've sorted things out with your wife. Otterley will act as our chaperone."
"My ex-wife you mean. But tell me how the hell did you find me here?"
"The Internet. I think Alice must have e-mailed everyone in the world. My e-mail was swamped with reports that you were looking for me. But we didn't trust my dad. He's tried some real slimy tricks in the past to find me. It was only when I heard you had turned up at Sheila's that I dared to believe it was really you who was trying to find me."
"We could only have missed you at the airport by minutes. Then we had to wait until Alice could get the hotel's address out of Yvonne. What with the time difference and everything it's taken us ages."
"You dashed all the way up from Dorset to meet me at the airport?"
"Dorset? We don't live in Dorset. We live in Reading; Dorset was a smoke screen for my folks. I've got a friend down there who sends post on for me and then of course Sheila sends some on as well and you remember Gary Anderson, he does the same from Montreal. I think it's kept my parents confused."
"Well, when you decide to marry me, I think we should put an announcement in the paper down there. That should piss them off royally."
Just then we were disturbed when someone knocked on the door. It opened and the hotel porter stuck his head around it. "Excuse me, sir, but there is a young lady out here who wishes to see you."
I was just about to say 'send her in' when I thought I had better see who it was first. I didn't know how 'old' this old codger called 'young', if it was Margaret it was going to mess up my plans if she saw Erica and Otterley. It turned out to be Abigail so I gestured for her to enter the lounge.
Abbie walked in and saw Erica sitting facing her. Otterley turned in her seat to see who had entered.
"Oh, my God." Abbie exclaimed.
"Abigail, this is my first wife Erica and our daughter Otterley."
"But, But."
"Yes, Abigail, and I really would like you to keep this meeting to yourself for the time being. For obvious reasons."
The strangest thing now happened. Otterley stood up and Abigail went over to her. They didn't speak just gave each other a hug that went on until the door opened and some guy stuck his head around it.
"Ottie, can I come in yet, or have you forgotten about me completely?
"Sorry, Mike, come in. Dad, this is my husband Mike."
The guy confidently strode over to me offering his hand. "Pleased to meet you, sir. And if you don't mind, sir, may I ask for your daughter's hand in marriage."
"I thought she said you were married."
"Oh, we have been for four years, but I had always looked forward to asking that question of her father."
"In that case, you have my blessing. But don't you ever mess her about or I'll set her sisters on you."
"There I have you at a disadvantage, sir. Ashley introduced me to Otterley in the first place. I'm sure she would be on my side. Although she might still be upset that she wasn't invited to the wedding. We thought that would be pushing our luck and we didn't want to rock the boat."
"The bloody boat's sunk years ago and will you stop calling me sir. Dave, Dad or anything but sir."
"Yes Sssssad"
Then a round of introductions went on and life stories were relayed; the whole morning disappeared and we adjourned to the bar, as they wanted the lounge back for the other residents.
Abigail and I got together and she told me that my confrontation with Margaret and Robert was set up for the Sunday afternoon. All my daughters, Robert and Margaret where going to meet at my house to discuss Robert's claims that the girls disputed. I think Abbie's reaction earlier to meeting Otterley had completely put her mind at rest on that one. It appeared he had been making a good job of convincing them. I actually hoped his story had been good as I assumed it was the same one he used on Maggie.
I, along with my entourage, would enter by the back door when signalled so, at what I chose as the appropriate moment. We would enter the room and I would say my piece. Abigail was not especially keen on my refusal to allow her to tell Margaret what was going on first. But I insisted. This was a bad decision that I was later to deeply regret making.
-----------------------
The following afternoon, after we had watched Robert enter the house my little group and I entered the garden by the side gate and Abbie's Mike let us in by the back door. Mike returned to the dining room where this meeting was taking place and I stood just by the side of the doorframe where I could hear everything that was said in the room.
"Right, girls" I heard Robert say, "I have told you that I am your real father. Let me explain what has been going on. When your father was in New Zealand he got ill with the mumps. Unfortunately one side affect of the mumps in adult males is it can severely damage the testicles. My brother caught the mumps when we first went to New Zealand and it left him with a very low sperm count. The odds on him being able to father children were very low. Virtually non-existent. When I found out how much your mother wanted children I offered to act as a sperm donor for her."
"What did my father think of that idea?" Abigail interjected.
"I told you it is almost impossible that my brother is your father and the truth is we never told him. He had never told your mother about having the mumps or that the side effects could be that they never had children. I think David was hoping for the best. Your mother was checked out but David never volunteered to be tested. I think he was worried what the results would show your mother."
"And you believed this rubbish, mother?"
"Well, I saw the medical reports. Robert showed them to me."
"Why didn't you speak to dad about it?" Abigail was loosing her cool a little.
"Look you're er, my brother couldn't accept the fact he more than likely would never have children. Your mother and I thought it would be kinder to keep it a secret and let him think he was your father. We wouldn't be telling you now if your father hadn't stormed off and deserted you all."
"Is that right, mother, you only slept with my father's brother so you could get pregnant?"
"Yes, I wanted children and Robert was David's brother, their genes must be almost identical. We were only together to create you girls."
"So why have you been shagging Robert every since? You haven't been trying to make babies for the last fourteen years, have you? We know you've been on the pill. You're lying, you two are nothing more than a pair of adulterers."
Abigail was really loosing it now. So I made my entrance before she said something to her mother she would regret later. Almost everyone in the room gave a start as I walked in.
"So, Robert, you say that I can't produce children, do you?"
Robert didn't answer. I don't think he had ever thought how he was going to play this one out. I realised he was in denial and couldn't handle the truth.
"Margaret, I never told you much about my life in New Zealand, did I?"
"No. Robert told me how that girl left you because you were infertile, so I never broached the subject with you." Margaret replied.
"Infertile, was I? I afraid there's been a bit of roll reversal there. There is a grave outside Auckland that says I'm not infertile and if you would like more evidence, would you like to meet my oldest daughter, Otterley. Or is my loving brother going to claim he fathered her as well?"
Otterley entered the room.
"When we were in New Zealand, both Robert and I had the mumps and we both had it go to our genitals. Orchitis they call it. Very rarely it leads to sterility but it was Robert who picked the short straw on that one. His sperm count is zero, that is why Jane divorced him out there. Shirley, would you like to join us, please?"
Robert began to rise. I think he thought it was about time to make a strategic withdrawal.
"No, stay seated, Robert. I can assure you you're not going anywhere until I say you can go. Gentlemen!" Two rather large friends of mine came into the room. "Don't worry, Robert, these guys will not touch you. Providing you do not try to leave until I tell you to get out. Shirley, you've got the floor."
"I should have known something was wrong before I married Robert. Look I've been around the block a few times and I wasn't a virgin when I met him. His testicles are much smaller than any mans I've ever known. Now I've had to have two abortions. I'm one of those women, I only have to kiss a guy and I'm bloody pregnant. So when I didn't get pregers pretty quick after I married Robert. I had his semen tested. Zero, I could bleeding well fu-- um have sex with him from now till dooms day and never have a kid."



I was looking at Margaret and her face was showing disbelief.
"That so called medical report he showed you, Margaret. Was it an original?" Shirley demanded.
"No" Margaret answered in little more than a whisper; "It was a photo-copy."
"A photo-copy probably of this one. But this one is the original it hasn't been doctored by having the name changed. I found these amongst Robert's papers after I threw him out and here's Dave's one. It's not the best sperm count you can have but I can tell you it's way above average. Didn't you wonder why Robert would have a copy of Dave's sperm count?"
Shirley had taken me by surprise. She hadn't told me she had those reports. She obviously felt more vindictive towards Robert than I had thought."
"But why did it take so long for me to get pregnant?"
"Damned if I know." Shirley replied, "just bad luck I suppose. My sister tried for ten years before she had her first one, then she fell for two on the trot. Making babies isn't as easy as it should be for some people."
Maggie couldn't stand anymore; after all these years of lying and cheating on me she must have realised it was all for nothing in the first place. She got up and ran out of the room crying. Ashley went to get up and follow her but Abigail told her to leave her mother for a little while.
I was finished with Maggie but not with Robert.
"OK, why did you force Maggie to keep on having sex with you. You knew I would find out one day. Did you figure you would step in and play daddy to my girls if I divorced Margaret?"
"Fuck you! You always had everything; I wanted a family of my own." Robert shouted back at me.
I was drained and I really just wanted him out of my life. "Get the hell out of here and never come near my family again. If I ever see you again I will not be responsible for my actions."
He got up and I stepped back so he could walk past me. He had just got to the doorway when we heard the deafening bang. Robert was propelled backward by the impact of the bullet and collided with me. Knocking me off balance, we both fell to the floor.
I must have hit my head because everything went a little hazy. My chest felt like a hammer had hit it and the breath had been knocked out of me. I looked down and saw some blood on my shirt. 'Hey, have I been shot there? That's my bloody heart! Shit, I'm gonna die!' My muddled mind tried to make sense of things.
"Oh, God, no. David, I didn't mean it. Please, David, don't you die!" Margaret screamed as she came into the room the gun still in her hand.
Abbie's Mike appeared from nowhere and took the gun from her. Maggie crouched down to me babbling on that she hadn't meant to hurt me. I looked into her eyes and realised she was no longer with us.
The bullet had gone through Robert's heart, exited his back and stopped when it embedded itself in my breastbone. Bloody frightening and painful but not serious. That bloody gun had come very near ending my life as well as Roberts after all.
When the police arrived my daughter told them that Robert had given Margaret the gun to protect herself from me. I don't think the police were too convinced and they were never happy with the story. Apparently the gun did not have a single fingerprint on it; so Mike must have done a quick cleaning job.
I blame myself for what happened that day. I had left the gun in the house and I should have realised that all my family knew the combination to the old safe in my study. How had Abbie and Mike known I'd had a gun in the first place if they couldn't get into that safe?
Apparently the girls had spent hours playing at breaking into the damn thing, when they were young children. When eventually they got lucky they had been too scared to tell me what they had done. The safe had been in the house when we bought it and I had never kept anything of value in it. Except that bloody gun.
At the inquest, the coroner found that Margaret had killed Robert whilst the balance of her mind was disturbed. The Criminal Prosecution Service decreed that she was unfit to plead and no useful purpose could be served in bringing a prosecution against her as she has been certified as being of unsound mind.
Robert's ashes were poured (not scattered) into the Thames.
So far Maggie has not recovered. The head doctors say she is unlikely to do so. She is now resident in a sanatorium just north of London. Maggie sits in her room and talks to herself all day. The girls and I visit her often but she rarely knows them. When I visit she sometimes becomes lucid and has been known to talk about the children we are going to have when she is well again. Her mind appears to be in a time before we had the children.
Margaret made a serious mistake. But the mistake I made was just as bad if not worse. Robert lied his way into her bed and then blackmailed her into having sex with him for the rest of his life. I completely under-estimated the mental strain that Margaret had been living under all those years.
Had I let Abigail tell Margaret that I had never been sterile and that Robert was, would she have been able to handle hearing it that way? I will never know? But the way she did hear it was too much for a troubled mind to handle. Now she serves what appears to me to be much worse than a prison sentence for the murder of Robert.
Erica and I did not get married. We live together as we did originally in New Zealand. We both agreed that I could not divorce Margaret with her mind in the condition it is in. I have to keep control of her treatment; I don't want the doctors giving up on her. We have spent thousands of pounds on specialists, but so far to no avail.
I have noticed that all my daughters have got into the habit of calling Erica Gran now that we have some grandchildren.
Life goes on.
The End
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How do you know your loving wife is cheating on you and shagging her private stud on the side? Well, there's only one answer to that. If you're a man that is? You don't know she's cheating. If you did know, you'd break some guy's head or something and divorce the bitch, wouldn't you?
But there comes a time in some men's lives when they suddenly discover what's been going on behind their back and that first discovery can come in the most unexpected way.
Take me for example. Sunday mornings were always the same back then. Stella, my wife, was out early playing golf with her little foursome. My foursome plays Saturday mornings. At one time we all played on the same day but some years back the girls decided that Saturday was better spent shopping. So they changed their day to Sundays.
I kinda staggered out of bed around nine. It was a good one that I'd hung on the previous evening. But I was certainly feeling it that morning. How the hell Stella had managed to get up at the time she did, god only knew. We hadn't got home until nearly three and then we had a good session. Stella gets, shall we say, aroused when she's had a few drinks.
I went into the kitchen and was pleased to see Stella had left the coffee on for me. Then I started cooking my Sunday morning fry up. Well, burn-up really; I'm not much of a cook. Sausage, eggs, bacon and a fried slice. I wouldn't get the fried bread if Stella were cooking it. "That's pushing it," she says.
I was sitting there enjoying my feast when something caught my eye. The bottle of tomato Ketchup I had just got out of the cupboard. The new bottle of tomato ketchup I'd had to open, because I'd finished the last one on Friday night after we got back from doing the weekly shopping. The new bottle of tomato ketchup that Stella had to get especially on Saturday in town because we had forgotten to get some in Asda on Friday. The bottle that had "Asda Smart Price" written on the label. When it should have "Morrisons Betta Buy" written there. That Asda label jumped out and bit me.
Stella had gone into town shopping with her girlfriends on Saturday morning as she always did and had supposedly picked up the ketchup whilst she was there. But the store in town was called Morrisons. The Asda supermarket was out on the bypass, completely in the wrong direction. Stella wouldn't have driven a nearly fifteen mile round trip to the Asda store just to pick up a bottle of ketchup; she would have picked it up in Morrisons in town. If she was window shopping in town with her friends all morning, why the hell would she go all the way to Asda for a bottle of tomato ketchup? We had been to Asda on Friday night for our weekly shop and she had brought a few things in the "George" clothes department; she said there was nothing else she fancied there. So why would she go back there?
Ah, well, I could only assume one of the other girls wanted something there and had almost forgotten about it until the following Wednesday. I was sitting in the office cafeteria at lunchtime when I overheard some guy's chatting on the next table. "Jesus, man, it's a right bloody knocking shop. You can't get a room there on the weekend for love nor money."
"Where is this again?" another voice asked.
"That new Motorlodge they've built on the bypass right next door to the Asda superstore. I wanted a room there on Saturday to take Ruby from dispatch for a couple of hours. But I couldn't get in there for love nor money," the first voice said.
"For a bloody good shag you mean. Look, if her old man catches you, you'll be in for the high jump. Did you hear about what happened to the last guy he caught her with?"
I stopped listening. After that my mind was doing a high jump itself. No, Stella wouldn't? Christ, we have been married nearly twenty-five bloody years. Stella loves me. And the children. She wouldn't, would she? But it would explain that bloody bottle of Asda tomato Ketchup. No, come on. This is bloody stupid. What the hell was making my mind even think it? But it did think it. The bloody thoughts wouldn't go away. Damn, I had to know but how was I going to find out?
All afternoon it played on my mind. I got home from work and whilst Stella prepared our evening meal I sat and looked at her. God, she was one fine looking woman. She got her figure back after having the kids and hasn't really lost it since. Yes, she'd put on a few pounds but it was nearly all in the right places. There weren't very many women that looked as good as she did at forty-five. Jesus she outshone all her friends. I'd seen their husbands looking at her, and I'd felt proud in the past. Now I was definitely feeling worried.
Stella asked me if I was feeling all right and I said I was fine, just a little tired. She gave me a cuddle and kiss and then suggested an early night wouldn't do me any harm. Well, that night was the first time in twenty-eight years that the little fella wouldn't stand up and play ball. Look, I'm usually good for two or three times on the trot even at my age; only the balls do tend to ache a bit if I go three times nowadays. I can remember when I could go seven times, during one night when we were first married. Mind the balls used to ache back then as well so I didn't push things too much.
But that night, nothing. Stella tried to reassure me, that it was probably just because I was working too hard and I said I was going have to see the Doc about it. But I knew what was really wrong. I had convinced myself that Stella was cheating on me. Stella tried again in the morning with a little oral. But he wasn't going to play. I was sure the little fella wasn't going to play again until I knew for sure what was going on.
For the next couple of days I bounced this thing around in my head. Could Stella be really running around behind my back? Well, to be honest, it was eating me up inside and I knew I had to talk to someone about in. So in the end I chose to talk it over with young Danny.
Danny wasn't that young really; but he was ten years younger than the rest of us. He was about 35 and, although he had been on my team for nearly twelve years, he was the youngest of them. He was divorced a couple of years ago when he caught his own wife messing around. I thought he was the best guy to bounce my suspicions off of.
Danny took things seriously straight away. He understood my concerns and suggested I follow Stella the next Saturday. Danny would take my place in my golf four. He had stood in before when one of the guys was on holiday or something. Then I could use his car to follow Stella; she wouldn't be able to recognise me as Danny's BMW had blacked out windows. Illegal in England of course, but the cops had given up stopping him after a while. So much for motoring law enforcement. But it was handy for me.
Saturday morning I was up early as usual and drove to the golf club to switch cars with Danny. By eight fifteen I was parked up the road to my house waiting to see what happened. Around nine Stella came out and got into her car. In theory she should go and collect her friends as I thought they carpooled on their Saturday sprees. But today she drove straight to the big car park in town. There she parked up in a quiet corner and sat there in the car waiting.
I parked where I could watch her and waited as well. After about ten minutes a car pulled across the front of her. I was getting quite worked up now. I didn't like where she had parked. It was over a quiet side of the car park furthest away from the shops. The car moved on again and Stella followed it over to the other side of the car park. Then they both parked beside each other. The doors of the other car opened and Stella's four shopping buddies got out. Then all five of them walked off towards the shops.
OK, you say. That proves my suspicions wrong. But something still wasn't quite right as far as I was concerned. Why had Stella taken her own car? I can remember they all five would travel together in the past. Why two cars today when they all lived it the same direction? It just didn't add up.
I sat there for three hours until they came back. Then I followed as both cars drove out to the Asda store on the bypass. They were in there for about three-quarters of an hour. Then they all came out and I followed Stella home. Feeling very stupid and much relieved I went back to the golf club and switched cars with Danny again before I went home. Stella welcomed me as she always did with a hug and kiss. Then surprisingly she wanted to go up and have a little session. Well, I've got to say it the little guy was feeling a lot happier than he had done all week, as he had kind of missed out on things and he was raring to go. So we nipped up and played for a couple of hours.
I think Stella was trying to kill me with love actually. I'd hardly got through the bedroom door when she had my trousers off and was sucking away on me at the same time as she removed her own clothes. Then she shoved me back on the bed climbed on and gave a good impression of a jockey trying to win the Grand National. Having won the race she swung into a 69 and proceeded to get me on duty again. Then surprisingly she announced she wanted me to take her back door and produced the lubricant.
Well, that really was it. Now I knew that something was going on. Or rather the suspicions came back stronger again. You see, I had only taken Stella in the arse a couple of times in my life. Stella just wasn't into it and didn't like it very much. Suddenly she wanted me to take her arse and had even supplied the lube. That had always been my province in the past and on top of that, she hadn't been drinking. Both times I'd taken her arse in the past; she had been pissed as a newt. Surprisingly the little fella stayed up for the job. Probably the excitement of being offered Stella's back door.
I fucked her like crazy and she screamed at me to "fuck her arse". Little did she realise that the more she encouraged me, the more I was convinced she was up to something behind my back. I figured that her woman's intuition had warned her that I was suspicious. Now she was trying to prove what a loving wife she was.
Saturday evening we went out for a meal with the children. There are both married and they had their respective spouses with them. We all had a great evening and went on to a night-club for a while. The place was geared up for the youngsters so Stella and I went home about midnight. Once again Stella tried to wear me out. But she was gone to her golf match when I woke up. That Sunday I didn't cook a breakfast.
I got out of the house as soon as I could and made my way out to the club, parking on a hill that overlooks most of the course. I scanned the greens using the telephoto lens on my old 35mm camera. Well, there she was with her four on the seventh green. Just where I'd expected them to be at that time. I sat and watched for the next hour or so. "God, she's as good on a golf course as she is in bed," I thought. Why the hell didn't I ever think of us playing mixed doubles on the weekend? Damn-it, I thought I would talk to the boys about that if my worries proved to be wrong.
On the way home I stopped and grabbed some breakfast in a café and was out the back garden cutting the grass by the time Stella got home. She made a cup of tea and called me in to drink it. Once again I sat and watched her as she began cooking our evening meal. She must have sensed me watching her. She suddenly turned and asked. "Are you all right, love?"
"Fine, why do you ask?"
"I don't know. You seem to have been a bit distant lately."
"Um, I don't think I was very distant from you yesterday or last night."
"No but you've been off all week."
"Busy at work, I suppose. We've got a couple of big projects to finish in the next month or so. I should imagine I'll soon be back into putting in a couple of late nights every week until they're finished."
"Oh, I don't think it's the projects. You'll have the Greenway job sorted with no problem and Paterson's have never given you any trouble in the past. Is anything else upsetting you?"
"I should bloody think so!" I thought. How the hell does Stella know Greenways and Paterson's are the two projects my team it working on? That's supposed to be bloody secret. I've never told Stella the names of the companies we are working for. Not that I hadn't trusted her in the past. It was just confidential information; none of us on the team discuss it with our wives. Well, we are not supposed to. I suddenly thought that maybe someone is discussing work with his lover. Oh, fucking shit!
The little man stopped playing ball again that night and I told Stella I was definitely going to see the doctor this week. All that week I watched the rest of my team very closely trying to work out which one of them it was and later in the week I went out and checked out this Fucking Motolodge place. I found the guy I was looking for surprisingly easily. Looking around all my colleagues there was only one man it could be.
So the next Saturday morning when I ostensibly drove off to my golf game I kept my eyes open and there it was, parked down in a side turning waiting for me to go past. The black BMW with the blacked out windows. I just swung around the block, then parked up and waited. Ten minutes later my old CB radio crackled into life and one of my three spies informed me that they were on the move.
We followed them carefully out to the Asda superstore, where Danny parked the BMW. Stella and he walked over the road to the Motorlodge. I must admit that I couldn't understand them paying for a room in the Motorlodge. Our King-size bed was at home. Perhaps Stella had some conscience about using my bed.
The four of us waited a while until Danny and Stella were out of sight then I went over and unlocked Danny's car. He kept a spare set of keys to his car locked in his office desk. But he worked on my team and I had keys for everything. I released the fuel cap and then I poured four jars of thick honey into the fuel tank then I added two bags of sugar just to make sure. Overkill I know, but I took great satisfaction in the actual doing of it. What ever else happened that Beema was going to be off the road for some time and Danny was going to have one hell of a garage bill. Then I made off towards the Motorlodge with my three golfing buddies as backup. I really think they were there to make sure I didn't get too carried away and finish up doing time for murder or something.
The visit I had made to the Motorlodge during the week had allowed me to have a duplicate key made to the room Danny had booked. Silly of him to put the hotel on his company charge card. I had access to his statements and receipts. Danny always booked the same room because from there he would be able to see his beloved BMW parked in Asda's car park. It had been simple for me to ask for the same room, then slip off and get a duplicate key cut. The only fear I had was that he might recognise my car parked near his. He was bound to check his car the moment he got into the room. But he apparently didn't spot my car.
I quietly unlocked the door and slowly opened it. The layout of the room meant they couldn't see the door from the bed. I'd oiled the hinges and lock on the Thursday. Surprisingly they weren't on the main bed. Stella was kneeling naked on the put you up sofa, with her hand's on the back of it looking out of the window. Danny was standing behind her fucking her doggy fashion. The TV was on with the in-house porno film on it. I think the noise from the TV helped to cover our entrance.
I heard Danny say, "Come on, Stella, please let me? You let him."
"No!" Stella replied "I've told you before only Roger has my arse. If you keep asking, that's the end of it. You won't get anything in the future. I've told you I only do this because you're a friend." (Or did she really mean "fiend"?)
"Come off it, Stella. You come with me to get a decent fuck."
"You've got to be kidding. Roger will outlast you any day."
"Fuck you. I'll show you who can fuaaaaaaahhh"
That's as far as he got as my boot solidly connected with his balls. It kind of took his breath away as he jumped forward. Stella's head banged against the window so hard I thought the glass was going to break. Danny then sort of rolled off of her onto the floor and I landed quite a few kicks and blows before my friends figured Danny had had enough and restrained me.
I saw a sheet fly through the air in Stella's direction and one of my friends said, "Cover yourself, whore!" Stella was staring at me trying to focus her eyes. She was obviously stunned from where her head hit the window. When she finally recognised me, she screamed and burst into tears.
I just turned away, my three friends and myself left the room. As we walked down the corridor several heads appeared from other rooms. Probably alerted by Stella's screams. But no one said anything to us as we left the building.
We went back to our cars and drove away. On the way back to my house, I saw a police car and an ambulance pass me going in the opposite direction with their sirens wailing.
Two hours later a police car pulled up outside and Stella got out of it with a policewoman. They came in the front door and found me sitting in the kitchen drinking a cup of tea. Stella just stood there but the policewoman spoke. "Your wife was frightened to come home. She's afraid you might harm her."
Without looking up, I said, "Stella, in our twenty-five years of marriage have I ever lifted a finger to you?"
Stella didn't answer.
"Well, have I?" I asked but a lot more forcefully. Out of the corner of my eye I saw the policewoman's hand move towards her belt where her stick was located.
"No, you've never showed any kind of violence to me," Stella almost whispered.
"When I found you fucking your stud this morning, did I raise my hand to you?"
"No, you didn't touch me."
"Then why should you think I would lay a hand on the woman I love now?"
"Roger, does that mean you are going to forgive me?"
"Not a hope in hell girl. I'm out of here as soon as the boys get back with the van. I saw my solicitor earlier in the week he has already got the ball rolling. I'll let you explain what's happened to the children. See how you can make me finding you in a hotel room being fucked by that arsehole sound like it is all my fault."
Stella collapsed against the policewoman who supported her.
"I think your wife should see a doctor." The officer said.
"The doctor's number is on the board over there. I haven't got time to call him. I think my friends have just arrived with the van."
For the next hour or so I was busy packing and moving my gear. Another police car arrived and most of the time we were working around four police officers some of whom were in the lounge with Stella whilst the other two watched what I was doing and actually helped me carry some stuff out to the van. Surprisingly our own doctor turned up and joined Stella in the lounge. By four o'clock the van was loaded and I led the way to the flat I had rented.
At nine in the evening my son arrived to see me. I can only assume that the police must have given him my new address, since I had had to give it to them. Although they never actually mentioned what I had done to Danny, it was obvious that they knew who was responsible for it so they had asked for my new address.



My son said that his mother had told him what she had been doing. He said he was very upset with her but she was his mother. He said when Stella had told his sister, my daughter had just walked out of the house crying and saying she never wanted to see her mother again. I told him that she would probably change her mind in a few days.
He asked me what I was going to do and I told him that the only thing I could do was divorce his mother. I hoped she would not fight it so we could go with unreconcilable differences, as that was the easiest and cheapest way to do it. He hugged me and we both cried for awhile and then he left.
Well, that's the way it went. The divorce only took a few months. There was no maintenance in the settlement so Stella couldn't afford to stay in the house. I paid her half its market value and moved back in whilst she moved in with my son's family. From what he says his wife is keeping Stella on a tight leash. Personally I believe my son and his wife are hoping that we will get back together sometime.
I haven't spoken to Stella from that day to this. My son tells me she hasn't come up with an explanation or excuses for why she was meeting Danny. He thinks she doesn't know why she did. He's put up the suggestion to me that Stella could have been having a mid-life crisis. But I wonder if it wasn't something to do with this hormone change thing that women go through.
Tomorrow we are both going to be at my granddaughter's Christening. My son asked me to come alone. As I'm out a lot in the evenings, I think they believe I have a woman friend. I don't enlighten them, as I am sure it upsets Stella. I suppose I will have to talk to her some time.
Young Danny? He quit his job. Some of the guys on my team went to see him in hospital and told him he would finish up back there if he tried to return to the office. He would have been fired anyway, as our contracts are quite restrictive about fraternising. Besides that, I gather that Danny had been knocking off someone else's wife as well. For some reason the guys on the team haven't mentioned it to me. I'm sure some of them feel guilty. They knew what was going on with the other woman and know I would have put a stop to it. I would most likely have found out about Danny and Stella in the process.
For some reason Danny refused to press charges for assault. I know the police were quite miffed about that. I also discovered that it was his ex-wife who caught him in bed with a neighbour and not the other way round as he had told us.
Now what happens? God only knows. From the company charge card statements Danny had been hiring that room every Saturday for nearly a year. I love Stella but I don't think I could ever get over what she did. I know I miss her like crazy, but I doubt I could ever trust her again. I suppose I might offer to fuck her every now and again for old time's sake, providing she isn't getting anything on the side, that is. I don't want to catch anything if I can help it.
Ah Well. Life goes on. But sometimes I do wish I didn't have a weakness for tomato ketchup.
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The alarm function on my phone went off at 8 AM and that galvanised me into action. I jumped out of bed, ran downstairs to put the kettle on, then back up again, to have a quick shower. I was expecting the shit to hit the fan just after nine so I wanted to be ready.
My wife Joanne was still sound asleep. We had not arrived home until four in the morning after dropping our youngest daughter Michelle off at university. Why Joanne should be so tired that she was sleeping in, I couldn't fathom as I had just done all the driving on the five hundred-mile round trip whilst she slept most of the way. Joanne and I had been married for almost twenty-five years. We had three wonderful children, whom I am very proud of; as they had all made it to university. The oldest, Estelle, had graduated last year and was now, in theory, backpacking around the world. David was about to start his final year at Oxford and finally there was Michelle whom we had just ferried up to Newcastle.
Having had my shower, I rushed back down, made some coffee and took it back to the bedroom.
"Here ya go. Coffee, sleepy head."
"God, what time is it?"
"Almost nine, time you shook a leg"
"Why, we've nothing on for today?" she said as she pulled herself into a sitting position so she could drink her coffee.
I, in the mean time, slapped two suitcases on the bed and began to put my clothes in them. Joanne watched me for a few moments before her curiosity got the better of her.
"What are you doing?"
"What does it look like I'm doing, my love? Let me give you a hint. I'm taking my clothes out of my wardrobe and dresser and putting them into these suitcases. I would call that packing. Wouldn't you?"
"Why are you packing? Are you going somewhere?"
"Well, I would have thought that was obvious!"
"Where? Why?"
"Why! You sit there and say! You don't know why?"
"No, I don't know why?"
Joanne had gone very pale. She had taken me for a fool for many years and did not suspect that I had any idea of what she had been up to behind my back.
"Joanne, what do I do for a living?"
"You run a security company and look after people's security for them, I suppose? I don't really know. You travel around meeting people a lot but you never talk to me about your work so I'm not sure."
"Wouldn't it be more honest of you to say you've never cared what I do. Providing you have had the money to spend, you have never showed the slightest interest in how I acquired it. For all you know, I could be a bank robber!"
"Don't be silly. When we got married you told me you worked for a big security firm! Then you started your own company. I know you work long hours but you have never told me what you do."
"Yes, Joanne I do run a security company. When any of our friends or acquaintances asks, I tend to be a bit vague with them. But what I really run is a detective agency! I've twenty freelance detectives who work for me. They all specialise in different fields. Some work on company fraud and do background checks on prospective employees. Some work with security of computers and some work on what we like to term domestics."
Joanne had suddenly turned very pale and I think I saw her stomach give a couple of lurches.
"Are you feeling alright, Joanne? If you're going to be sick, please make sure you do not make a mess on my clothes. Would you like me to get you a bowl?"
"Don't be stupid. I'm not going to be sick. But I don't know what your job has got to do with your packing? Are you going on a trip that you haven't told me about?"
I went over to the dresser where my laptop was lying; lifted the screen and hit the touch pad key. The screen flashed into life with a picture of Joanne on her knees naked. A man's cock was jammed down her throat. The man's moans of pleasure came out of the speakers
"Well, I was bloody sick! The first time I saw film of you behaving like that!"
Joanne was quick and went straight on the attack.
"What did you expect! You haven't made love to me in years. I had to find satisfaction somewhere. Just because you lost interest in having sex with me, did you think I should give up sex as well?"
"Joanne, I stopped making love to you when I found out you were having threesomes with Tony and Greg, the two trainers at the health club. Because they were fucking any slut they could get their hands on, I didn't know what you might catch from them. On the subject of those two, have you heard from Tony lately?"
Joanne didn't reply she just sat there looking at the screen.
"You haven't answered me! Have you heard from Tony lately? No, I don't suppose you have. Well, for your information he was admitted to an A.I.D.S. clinic last month. If I were you, I would go and have some tests done."
Joanne was openly crying now.
"You bastard, you knew and said nothing."
"Nothing about what? Nothing about you fucking any guy that takes your fancy. Or nothing about Tony having A.I.D.S. I honestly don't know how long he has been infected. As you haven't fucked him for about three years you most likely are safe. But that doesn't mean you haven't picked up something from one of the other arseholes you've been screwing."
"Why didn't you say something? If you had said something when you found out about Tony and Greg, I would have stopped fooling around."
"What would have been the point? You have been fucking around on me ever since we were married. You surely didn't give a shit about me or my feelings. If I had challenged you, you most likely would have run off with one of your arsehole lovers and left me with the children. No, once I found out you were sleeping around I decided to wait until the children had flown the nest and then leave you."
"You cold hearted bastard. Do you mean to tell me that you have been planning to leave me the moment our children have left home?"
"Not our children, Joanne! Your children! Only Estelle is mine. David and Michelle have two different father's."
"Don't be so silly, of course you're their father!"
"I doubt you have any idea which of your lovers fathered them. But you know DNA is a wonderful science. It can tell who fathered which child. It took my people some time but I know who their fathers are now and have taken steps to rectify things."
"This is ridiculous. You are the father to all three of our children."
I put my hand up to silence Joanne.
"For fuck's sake woman! You have been cheating on me since we first met. Both before and since our marriage. For years I worked myself to a frazzle to buy you whatever you wanted. You have taken the piss out of me for years and in the end I caught you. Stop trying to pretend that you are anything but a slut. Now from today you are a single woman. You can fuck whoever you like with a clear conscience."
At that moment the phone began to ring.
"That will be for you Joanne. I'm surprised they haven't rang earlier!"
Joanne glowered at me as she picked up the phone. Then I listened to one side of what I thought was an entertaining conversation.
"Hello."
"Yes, it's me!"
"He's doing what?"
"How much for?
"£300.000! You've got to be bloody kidding. He can't do that. Can he? I'm sorry, Dave. I didn't know he knew. He has just told me he is leaving me."
"How the hell do I know? He said something about DNA."
"You tell me how I can stop him. I told you he's leaving me!"
"Well, you appeared to enjoy yourself enough at the time."
"Fuck you, too! You arsehole!"
With that, Joanne slammed the phone down and started crying again.
"That was David Tucker; he says you're suing him for £300.000." She mumbled through her tears.
"That's right. I have fed and clothed his son for twenty-one years. Paid for a private education and supported him through Oxford. I think he's getting off quite lightly, don't you? But now I think I want my money back from his real father and if I'm lucky it will fuck up his marriage."
"You are going to destroy his marriage. Haven't you got a conscience?"
"Come off it, Joanne. Where do you get off talking about my conscience? Where was your conscience when you fucked him, and where was Tucker's conscience when he was fucking my wife? He chose to fuck you and that left you pregnant. Now he can pay for the privilege of fucking you. The pair of you chose to let me believe that David was mine."
"I thought he was yours, honestly!"
"You were probably fucking so many guys you didn't know or care who was David's father. But I know and so does David now!"
"You told him? How could you do that? You callus sod!"
"Of course I told him. He has the right to know who his father is. To tell you the truth he suspected what kind of woman his mother was. Why do you think he has spent so little time at home since he started university and did not come near here this summer."
"You've driven him away from me."
"I'm sorry to have to tell you this but it was he who didn't want to come here and see you. I tried to make him at least say good bye. But I should imagine you will see him at the divorce court.
My cell phone played its little tune to say I had a text message. I read the message then turned back to Joanne.
"Ah, perfect timing. David has just informed me that Michelle no longer wishes to know or be in contact with you. Her father also will also have got my summons by now."
"You bastard, you've turned them all against me. Hold on, that message can't be from David; he's in New York."
"You wish. Neither David nor Estelle left the country this summer. They have both been staying at my new house; well, its Estelle's house actually. We didn't want your lawyers to be able to try to make any claim on it. The children don't wish to see you anymore. David and Estelle were in a car parked behind us when we left Michele's lodgings last night. They have explained to her what you have been doing and why I am leaving you. Michelle was given the choice of which parent she wanted to go with. It appears she has opted to go along with her siblings. Joanne, it looks like you are alone."
"You can't do that. They're my children!"
"All three of your children have had a completely free choice. They know who has looked after them all their lives. And they know who has spent her time living it up and behaving as a whore."
"I'll stop you. You can't take my children away!"
"Your children have had a free choice, Joanne. I know I can trust them to make the right decisions. Oh, when you contact your solicitor tell him that my company actually belongs to Estelle and has for the last few years. No sense in them wasting time and money trying to claim a share in something I don't own."
"Bastard!" Joanne shouted at me as I left the room with my suitcases. They were the last words I ever heard her say.
Joanne didn't contest the divorce and I pay her no maintenance. David and Michelle's fathers settled out of court. Not for the £300,000 I asked for, but enough to give both of them a good start in life. What happened to the arseholes' marriages is no concern of mine. The children refused to see Joanne and officially we don't know where she is. One of the staff reported to me that she was charged with prostitution a few months back. But I have managed to keep that from the children.
I am marrying my ex-secretary Samantha in a few weeks. No, we didn't have anything going between us whilst I was married. When I first found out about what Joanne had been up to, it was Sam in whom I confided. She left the firm to have a baby, several years ago. Whilst she was still in hospital after having the child, she found out her husband was shacking up with some tart. Naturally she turned to me for support. Sam is ten years younger than I am but my children encouraged us to go for it.
Life goes on.
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Once again I must thank my LadyCibelle and Techsan for their patience, proof reading, editing skills and of course encouragement. As always I must also add, that I can't leave a story alone. I could well have added some cock-ups after they have seen it and before it gets posted. That should keep the GPs happy at least. The story starts circa 1966.
There is no sex in this story. I must also point out that at the beginning of the story the protagonists are only 17 years old. The legal age of consent in the United Kingdom is 16 (except Northern Ireland where it is 17).
Look I was seventeen when my life first went down the pan. Deanna came round my house one day and announced that she was pregnant.
Deanna and I had been friends since our primary school days. You know we had just hung around together. Were we in love? I'm fucked if I know. I thought we were but as neither of us ever got serious with anyone else I just don't know. We had a few fall-outs but always finished up back together.
Anyway the shit hit the fan big time. Both Deanna's parents and mine insisted that we get married. Deanna and I were both happy with the idea so a hurried marriage was arranged.
Now I had never been flavour of the month with Dea's folks and getting her pregnant didn't do anything for they're affection towards me. The marriage was a quiet affair in the local registry office. My beautiful new wife and I moved into a flat over one of her father's shops.
I, of course, had to leave college where I had been studying engineering; I needed to start earning a living for my new family. An uncle of mine swung me an apprenticeship as a toolmaker with a local company where he worked. The money was crap but when the apprenticeship was over I would be able to earn a good salary. In the meantime I did all kinds of jobs in the evenings and at weekends to earn extra cash we needed to make ends meet. And I hoped one day to be able to put down a deposit on a house.
Dea was not too pleased that I was out either at college or doing part time jobs every night. Very soon cracks began to form in our relationship. These were made worse by my mother-in-law from hell. She managed the shop we were living over; everyday she would go up and see Dea and she would be pointing out my shortcomings.
Now look, I know I was no angel, but I was doing the best I could for the woman I loved, who was about to become the mother of my child. But whatever I did, it just didn't appear to be appreciated.
For a while, things got a little better between Dea and me when Nettie (Anita) our baby was born. Dea and I were proud of our beautiful daughter. But disturbed nights, and me out working or studying all the time soon led us back to bitching at each other again and now there was a baby in the house and the Gorgon seemed to be around more than ever.
By then it was open war far between Dea's mother and me. To be honest Dea's father was really an all right bloke. I really believe he felt sorry for me at times. I struggled on because that's what my father always told me a man should do. As he put it, "You made the bed when you laid the girl, now you have to bloody well lay in it."
Well, for the next year or two I did the best I could. But I was working and studying all the hours that god gave me. Life with Dea was just a routine and our sex life diminished to almost zero. Jesus, I was nineteen and I felt like I was fifty.
As I came home from the evening job I had, one night, I saw my father-in-laws car pulling away from outside the flat. When I got inside Dea was in Nettie's bedroom. I went in and found her putting Nettie to bed. When I enquired why Nettie was up at nearly midnight, Deanna told me her mother had been looking after her whilst she went out.
Angrily I enquired as to where she had gone and she told me that it was none of my business. She said I was out all the time, she had a right to go out and enjoy herself if she wanted too, as well. I went bloody ape shit. I was either studying or working when I was out. I never went out and had fun. Dea wouldn't have it and she still refused to tell me where she had been.
For the next week or so we hardly spoke. We went through the motions. What sex we had been having stopped completely. It was at this time that I made the most disconcerting discovery of my life. I was playing with Nettie one Sunday morning before I went off to work behind the bar at the local pub, when I noticed Nettie's hair was changing colour.
When she was born it had been a mousy blond colour just like mine. Now it appeared to have a definite ginger tinge to it. Deanna is blond, her mother is blond, and her father has black hair. All my family are blond. Where the bleeding hell had this ginger tinge come from? I studied Nettie closely. She had features that definitely came from Deanna's family, but none that I would say pointed to my family.
Now what did I make of this? You can bloody well guess what I made of it, can't you? I wondered whether I had been taken for a ride. Back then in the sixties we didn't have all this genetic testing that they've got now. But I went round to my doctor the following morning and spoke to him. He, of course, quoted patient confidentiality at me. But after a lot of pushing he checked the blood types and said that I was most likely to be Nettle's father. That was an odd thing for him to say. He didn't say I was Nettie's father just that I could be and he wouldn't elaborate.
I got details of Nettie and my blood groups from him, but he wouldn't give me Deanna's. Then I went to see the doctor at my employer's. I'd been to see him a few times as I'd been pushing the envelope a bit over the last couple of years and he was keeping an eye on my health. I asked him the same question I'd asked my family doctor. After getting him a sample of Deanna's blood so he could find out her group. (Where do you think I got it? I just had to wait a couple of weeks)
He told me there was a 60% chance that I was Nettie's father. That was all he could say. That was as close they could get those days before DNA testing. A 95% would have allayed my fears, but 60% was all he could give me. That meant there was a forty-percent chance I was not Nettie's father. I was not a happy bunny, I'll tell you.
+++++++++++++
One Saturday night a few weeks later I was pulling pints in the local pub, when a fight started. I got involved and separated the two guys who were both friends of mine, who had consumed a little too much falling down water. Unfortunately I took a rather nasty knock in the mêlée and he boss sent me home. It was around ten in the evening. In those days the pubs used to shut at 11PM, then there was the drinking up time and after that we had to get the bar ready for the following day, so normally I wasn't home until after 1AM.
When I got home Deanna's mother was baby-sitting. I was livid; Dea had gone out again without telling me. I demanded to know where Dea was and how often she had been going out on Saturday nights. The Gorgon, besides telling me that Dea had a right to go out with her friends had refused to tell me where she had gone. But from the way she spoke I gathered it was a regular thing.
The row that ensued between my mother-in-law and me was loud enough to cause the neighbours to call the police. Which turned out to be to my advantage, as they made the bitch comply with my request that she leave my home. After settling Nettie back down I sat and watched out the window for Deanna to return.
Just after twelve a car pulled up outside, I could just make out Dea sitting in the back. Dea got out and stood talking with the door open for a while. I could see a guy sitting in the back seat. They were quite loud and although I couldn't hear what they were saying I thought they were probably laughing and joking as Deanna was waving her arms about. Then Dea shut the door and started walking towards the flat. But just then her father's car pulled up. Dea looked surprised when she saw her mother was in it and went over to her.
They talked for a while and I saw Dea nervously looking up at the flat then turning back and talking again with her mother. I don't think Dea could see me watching her through the darkened window. They talked for some time then Dea's father got out of the car and came up to the flat with her. I sat in the lounge and waited.
Dea came in and just stood looking at me. Her father stayed in the background in the hall. As I said, I think he really was a good guy he was just there to see I didn't lose it and do something I would regret.
"Just what do you think you are playing at?" I demanded.
"I just went out with the girls for the evening." Deanna replied.
"Oh you decided to go out with girls and didn't bother to mention it to me. You arranged for your mother to come and baby sit and didn't bother to mention that to me either."
"I knew you'd react like this, that's why I never told you. You're jealous of me having any fun. I'm stuck here with Anita all the time. Well, I got bored and went out with the girls tonight."
"The girls, what girls and where did you go?"
"The girls from school, you know them. Angela, Shirley and that crowd; we went to the Fender Club to the dance."
"So if you went with the girls, how did you get home at this time of night? There's no buses running now."
"We got a taxi and the girls dropped me off."
"Do I look like I'm fucking dim or something. You just got out of the back of John Brag's car. That isn't a bloody taxi."
"Oh, we were waiting for a taxi and John offered us a lift. He had been in the Fender Club as well."
"So how many girls were there in this little group of yours?"
"Five of us, we all just about managed to squeeze in?"
"Blimey! seven of you, all crammed into that little Ford Cortina. That must have been crowded.
"No, six. There was just the five of us and John."
"No, Deanna. At least seven, you appear to have forgotten Ray Stevens. The guy who's lap you were sitting on. The guy who had your tits out when the car pulled up."
Deanna took a sharp intake of breath; I had taken her by surprise. She hadn't realised I'd not only seen the car arrive but that I could see into it as well. The lights in the shop windows light it up down there like daylight. I saw tears begin to form in the corner of her eyes. She was caught and she knew it.
"Why the hell are you lying to me? John Brag is banned from the Fender Club and has been for years. He was in the pub the other night complaining because they won't lift the ban on him and he always has that red headed bastard Ray Stevens with him.
"Now cut the crap. You and Stevens had a thing going at one time when we were at school. You told me it was over when we got back together. You have been a complete bitch to me since we got married and from the way you are behaving I don't think it was ever over between you.
"I think you were playing around with him behind my back and it was Ray Stevens who put you in the club. Why did you pick on me? Did you think that little slime ball wouldn't make a good father or did he refuse to make an honest woman of you?"
"What the hell are you talking about?"
"Anita, that's what I'm talking about. Haven't you noticed her hair is turning ginger, just like Ray Stevens's hair? I wonder whether there's a better than 60% chance that he's Anita's daddy."
"You,.. you're talking rubbish. You're Anita's father."
"So you have always claimed. But the doctors have told me there's only a 60% chance I'm her father."
Deanna's face had turned bright red. Her speech was broken as if she didn't really know what to say.
"I,,,I...You are being silly. Anita's our baby. How could you think otherwise?"
"Look, Deanna, you told me that I was Anita's father and I gave up college and married you. Since we've been married you have shown less and less interest in me. And now I find you riding around in a car with an old boyfriend and your tits hanging out. I'm beginning to think I was a scapegoat. A mug! I think you were two-timing me with Ray Stevens and I think he put you in the family way. I was always so careful; I never could make out how you had got pregnant.
"But Ray Stevens isn't the type to be careful, is he? We all know he put Jennifer Hunt in the club at school and then he denied it afterwards. Did he tell you to get lost as well? Is that why you let me take the can?"
"No. No. You are Anita's father. You're my husband. I love you."
"Oh, you love me, do you? Then just tell me when was the last time you said that to me? When was the last time we made love? Better than that, when was the last time you spoke civilly to me? Well, the worm has turned. From now on you're on your own. I'm out of here."
With that I stood up picked up the bag that I had already packed from beside my chair and started for the door.
My father-in law must have decided that it was time he put his oar in. "Hold on just a minute, Reece, and please calm down. You surely can't believe that Anita is not your daughter."
"Oh, yes, I can, Jim. Your daughter has put me through nearly three years of fucking misery and I think it's because she's married to the wrong guy. Well, I've had enough. She can go and find some other mug to work his balls off for her."
With that I pushed past him and walked out of the flat. As I went down the stairs, Dea was calling after me begging me to stay. Her mother obviously heard the ruckus and got out of the car and started shouting at me. I was surprised to hear Jim shout at her, "Shut up, you silly bitch. I think this is probably all down to you anyway. You never gave the boy a chance." I rounded the corner at that point so I couldn't make out what was said after that.
What to do now? I didn't know. If I went to my sister's house, Dea would soon find me. So I went to the factory and spent the rest of the night sitting in the gatehouse with the security guard. Ted was a nice old boy who had been a friend of my grandfather before he died. I told him about my troubles and he commiserated with me and offered me the use of a spare room at his place for the time being, which I gratefully accepted.
In the morning before I went to Ted's place I called my sister Susan. She was very worried about me and told me Dea and her father had already been around to her house looking for me. I told her I was fine (which was a lie) and that I had somewhere to stay for the time being. I also told her that I was through with Dea. She knew that the last few years had been a living hell for me, Sue had apparently given Dea a piece of her mind and told her to get lost.
Lunchtime I turned up for my part time job in the pub but at the same time handed in my notice. Whilst I was on the bar serving, Dea's father came in, but the governor, knowing what had happened, came out and asked him to leave before he could speak to me. I left the pub early by the back door.
Monday morning I went to see the training manager at my job and told him I was leaving. I really don't know what I was planning to do; I just wanted to get away. Then the training manager came up with a better idea. It appears that he didn't want to waste the time and effort the company had invested in me. He suggested that I stay another month until the current college term finished (I was on day release to go to college) and then I would transfer to the company's Swindon factory where I could finish my apprenticeship. Apparently the company had a hostel there for apprentices that I could stay in for the time being. So that's what I did. I had an awkward month dodging Dea and her dad. They hung around outside the factory some evenings. But the security guys were quite good at tipping me off as to which gate they were at so I just used one of the others.
Six weeks later I was down in Swindon. The police came to see me as Dea had reported me as a missing person. I told them I was fine and they asked whether I wanted Dea to be told where I was. I told them no, but they did say that if Dea started divorce proceedings against me they would have to tell the court where I was. That was the last I heard really. She sent some letters to my sister asking about me and some that she asked Sue to forward on to me; I asked Sue to return them unopened.
I finished my apprenticeship and almost immediately I was moved into the model shop. I had never realised but the management had plans for me. Apparently I was very good at solving problems and this had been spotted a few years ago. Let me explain. A designer designs something that looks great, but some mug has to make it. Sometimes it is nigh on impossible to make, but I just happened to be good at working out how to modify things so they could be made and keep the costs down as well.
The next few years flew by. I never heard anything about Dea. No, that's a lie, my sister Sue would tell me she had returned another letter to her, three or four times a year. She told me that Dea was apparently living with her parents since that was where the letters came from. A couple of times Sue asked me to write to Dea but I refused.
You know the old saying "absence make the heart grow fonder". Well, for me it was true I couldn't get her out of my mind. But my thoughts of her were always tempered with distrust and the pain she had put me through.
I moved up through the company at an amazing pace and by the time I was thirty-four I was on the board as director in charge of product development. I had a nice (not very) little cottage and a smart company car. Women? Yeah, there were some of them around. I'm not a bad looking bloke, and with my salary I must have looked like a good catch. But once bitten twice shy, if you know what I mean. Besides that I was probably still married. I'd never seen any paperwork to say I was divorced and Dea was apparently still using my name.
++++++++++++++
Things began to change for me when I was having a meal with a colleague in one of the big hotels in Swindon one Friday evening. My friend drew my attention to that fact that a young lady, who was eating alone, was watching us. She was much too young for my associate or me and we wondered what her interest was. Once she realised we were aware of her she pretended not to look anymore.
Later as we left the bar I literally bumped into the young woman. We both said sorry and that was that. But a few seconds later the security guy came over to me and with his eye still on the girl asked me if I still had my wallet. I checked and told him it was still there and asked him why he had asked.
"That girl was waiting for you to come out of the bar sir. She made a beeline for you and walked into you on purpose. I though she might have been a pick-pocket after your wallet."
I turned to look in the direction the girl had gone, but she was no longer in sight. The hotel detective didn't know who she was. He said he thought he had seen her follow me in earlier and she hadn't had a table pre-booked as was usual.
We had a company car to drive us home that night as my associate and I both knew we would be drinking. (Perks of the job.) The car dropped my friend off first as he lived closest; then as he was driving me home the chauffeur told me that we had company. A taxi was following us.
"Are you sure?" I asked.
"Sure as I can be." The driver said, "Do you mind if I go the long way around. That will prove it."
We went to my house via the wrong end of the village and the taxi stayed with us.
"Well, that proves it boss. He's definitely following us. What do you want me to do?"
"It's no secret where I live. Look, drop me off and then do a circuit; see if you can spot what the taxi does. Then give me a call later and let me know. But don't go getting yourself in any tight spots or anything."
"You're on, boss, I won't lose him."



I think my driver was enjoying the intrigue. Half an hour later he called me.
"Right, boss. I followed the taxi back into town. It dropped a woman off at a hotel then I managed to have a word with the driver. He said the girl hailed him outside the place I picked you up from and asked him to follow us. Once she had your address she told him to take her back to town. He said he told her that I was following him but she just thought that was funny and was not bothered about it.
"The taxi driver was a bit curious and waited until the girl had gone into the hotel. You know, he said he wasn't sure what to make of it. For his piece of mind he wanted to make sure she was actually staying at that hotel."
I thanked my driver and asked him if he was available to run my car home to me the following morning and he said he would arrange that.
Saturday morning I was laying on a lounger in my back garden sunbathing when I heard a car pull into the drive. I assumed it was the driver with my car. He knew the score and would just leave it there for me.
A little later a shadow fell over me. I didn't look up. "Hello, Anita what can I do for you?"
"You know who I am."
"I worked it out last night, girl. It didn't require Sherlock Holmes, and besides you have your mother's eyes. Now what can I do for you?"
"I just want to know my father."
"Well, I think you've got the wrong man. I believe your father is called Ray Stevens."
"No, he's not. My father is Reece Colne and that's you. Mother told me she never slept with Ray Stevens. She says that you are my father. She told me how much of a bitch she was to you and how she drove you away."
I turned and looked at her. She had long auburn hair down to her shoulders. Except for that hair colour it could have been Deanna standing there.
"I can't believe she is sticking to those lies after all this time. From almost the day we were married she was not a wife to me, and then I saw her with that wanker. Does she really think I'm going to believe that crap now."
Without me offering, Anita sat herself down on the other lounger.
"Mother isn't asking you to believe her, I am! I know that it is hard for you to believe but mother loves you, she's always loved you. Look, after you left mother had a breakdown. She finished up in hospital and they said she was suffering from serious depression. Very serious depression and had probably been since I had been born.
"Do you know that grandfather divorced Nan over it. He said that instead of helping the pair of you through a difficult period, Nan had spent all her time trying to drive a wedge between mother and you. That had made mum's depression worse and she took it out on you.
"Mum has told me over and over that she should never have gone out with the girls those times. She said that being with the girls seemed to make all her troubles go away for a while. But when she got home she had to look after me again; then her mother would keep winding her up about you and the fact that you were out all the time. Mother knew you were working very hard to get enough money together to buy a house, so you could get her out of that flat she hated so much. She felt guilty about going out and having a good time.
"She felt so guilty that she tried to hide the fact that she was going out from you. When you found out, she just didn't know what to say to you. So she did what her mother had taught her to do. She attacked you and told you to mind your own business. Then that night you came home early and had a big row with Nan. Mother said it was such a shock when you suddenly threw Ray Stevens at her.
"She says that Ray Stevens and John Brag came past whilst she and the girls were waiting for a taxi out side the club. John offered the girls a lift, but mother said she wanted to wait for a taxi. The girls accepted the lift and mother didn't have enough money for a taxi on her own, so she had to get into the car as well. But as she was last, the only place for her to sit was on Ray Stevens's lap.
"She told me that she had gone out with Ray a couple of times a few years before when you and her had fallen out for a while. But she says she only ever went out with him to make you jealous. Anyway Ray got out of hand in the car and pulled her top down just as the car arrived at the flat. She told Ray off and so did John Brag and the girls. You won't know but after you left John Brag and Ray had a fight over it. John is a nice man really; he and Angela have been good friends to mum and me.
"Oh, I don't suppose you know John married Angela. They invited you to their wedding in a vain attempt to get some dialog going between you and mother. But I suspect your sister never sent the invite on."
"Oh, but Susan did. I just couldn't figure out why they had invited me. We were never close friends at school. They were your mother's friends not mine."
"Their plan was to get you two together and tell you what really happened."
"I can't see that that would have done any good. I'm afraid I left you mother because I am sure that I'm not your father. I had begun to notice your hair getting some colour in it and it wasn't a colour that I could place in your mother's or my families. I thought it was turning ginger and that's why I thought that probably Stevens could be your father. Is it still ginger, do you dye it?"
"No, this is my natural colour and it is in your family. It's just that you have never realised it."
"Oh, yes, where do you get that idea, we're all blondes."
"Not quite, father!" She said with an assured tone as she opened her handbag, and took out a compact; she flipped it open and turned it towards me. "Would you like to tell me what colour your moustache is? Are you going to say you dye it?
Taken somewhat by surprise I looked at my tash in the mirror. I am quite proud of my Mexican style moustache. I looked and I studied. I look at the damn thing everyday but I have never noticed. It's not blond. It's brown, no red; no it's a very pale auburn colour.
"Oh, My god!"
"Yes, daddy, your father's beard was the same colour, but I guess you never recognised it. Here look at these old pictures."
She pulled several pictures of my father from her bag and held them out to me.
"When you left us, you left your photo albums behind. I spotted the colour of his beard in some of them a couple of years ago. It appears to vary a bit, in the Christmas photo's the colour is quite pronounced but in the summer holiday shots his beard looks almost white. Gramps and I have been looking for you ever since I spotted it."
Looking at the photos of my deceased father, I suddenly remembered how his beard would appear to change colour. Then the realisation of what Anita was telling me hit home. I think I cried out as I burst into tears. My whole world suddenly seemed to crash around me. I couldn't think straight or really make sense of what was happening. I think I must have been very near having a breakdown. I can recall Anita rushing out of her seat and throwing her arms around me. After that nothing!
How long I sat there crying I don't know. The next few hours are a complete mystery to me. When I came out of my daze I was laying on my bed and my doctor was giving me an injection. He was saying something to me but I never heard him, then the room went black again. I was to learn later that the shock of realising that I had been so wrong was nearly too much for my brain to handle. The doctor had giving me a sedative, hoping that some rest would help.
I opened my eyes when I heard a voice say "Reece, can you hear me?" The room was dark and I could see stars out of the window to my left. Turning my head to the right I saw a vague outline. Then a voice that I knew so well said, "I'm sorry, Reece, I didn't mean to be so nasty to you but my head was in such a muddle." Then Deanna lent down and kissed my forehead. "Will you ever forgive me?"
I reacted up and grabbed hold of her pulling her down onto me. "It's you who have to forgive me. I walked out on you and out child."
"Now you two, lets not get into who's fault it was." Anita's stern voice came from somewhere else in the room. "There is no point in playing the blame game. If you do that we will never be a family and we've been apart much too long. You've both made some big mistakes so can we please forget them and try and get on with our lives."
+++++++++++
What is going to happen now? I don't really know. Deanna and Anita are staying at my house for the time being. Dea and I are talking and have kissed and cuddled a bit. Deanna wanted to share my bed but I asked her to wait a while. I'm not the same young man she married all those years ago. She might decide that she doesn't love me after all. Anita thinks that is doubtful
I realise now that Deanna and I were much to young and naive when we got married and she had Nettie. I was completely out of my depth trying to be a husband and father. I was trying to be the man that my father was, but I was just to young to handle it. I know that I loved Dea, but I hadn't recognised that she was also out of her depth and needed more support than I had given her. I had a one-track mind back then and was only thinking of the future.
I was out of that depressing little flat most the time. Although I was working, I wasn't stuck in the hellhole. Dea needed to get out of that place as well, even if it was just for a few hours.
Dea was wrong not to tell me she was going out with her friends. But the young are not famous for making the right decisions. She was also under the influence of her mother, who I now believe had a hidden agenda. Dea's mother wasn't just being a bitch to me, I think she wanted the marriage to fail. I believe she thought I had stolen her daughter and she wanted to get her back.
Do I really want Dea back in my life? Yes, I believe I do. Every one of the women I've dated over the years I have turned down because they did not measure up to Dea. From what Anita has told me, her mother has never taken the approaches of other men seriously. Anita has told me that since she was very small whenever the subject of the suitors who had approached her mother came up. Dea had just said that there is only one Reece, no other man would do!
But I'm going to take things very slowly. To rush things now, I'm sure could be a mistake. We have to get used to each other slowly and then we shall see what the future brings.
Life goes on.
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As usual I thank my LadyCibelle and Techsan for their patience, proof reading, editing skills and of course their encouragement. As always I must also add, that I can never leave a story alone. I will most likely add some cock-ups on my read through after they have seen it. That should keep the GPs happy at least.
It was about three in the morning when I first realised that I had a serious problem on my hands. Since my wife Sandra was away, I'd been out with the boys the previous evening and tied a good one on. Now my bladder was insisting I get out of bed and relieve some of the pressure.
Getting out of bed, still not to steady on my feet I had managed to stub my toe on the bathroom door as I opened it. I let out a few curses; I had no need to worry about waking up Sandra. She was away at the bloody seminar her firm was running.
I hobbled into the bathroom and up to the bowl where I extracted my faithful friend from my trousers. Fuck, that was a good evening I'd had with boys, I hadn't even gotten undressed. Then it hit me. The burning pain as I peed. The old brain got to working and I recognised that feeling. Suddenly I wasn't pissed anymore. Oh, I was still actually pissing and feeling every damn fluid ounce as it came out. But now I was as sober as a Judge. I'd had this burning feeling before. A long time ago, but there are some things you never forget.
Years ago, it was about a month or so after I'd been to the Reading Pop Festival back in the sixties. You all know what it was like back then; there was none of this AIDS lark to worry about and the pill was around. Well, I'd picked up a dose from one of the birds I got it on with there. I stood there wondering which one it was this time, chlamydia or gonorrhea.
Now! Hang on just one bleeding minute. How the hell could I pick up an STD? I've been happily married for nearly ten years and although I must say I've had the offers and even been tempted on occasions, I've never been near another woman since I've been with Saaannndddrrraa!!!!!
I stopped pissing and started throwing up. Shit, Shit, Shit! Sandra, what the fucking hell have you done?
+++++++++++
I met Sandra at work; well, her work really. I was giving the fire alarms in her office the once over. That's my bag; I install and service fire and burglar alarm systems. At the time I was working for some big outfit who had a lot of contracts in the City. For the City, read the "City Of London", the place where all those arsehole's earn lots of money by talking through their backside's and telling each other how clever they are.
Anyway I kinda took a shine to Sandra and she took a shine to me. I asked her out and she accepted. Things kinda snowballed from there really. Then next thing I know she's sharing my bed and six months later we were married.
Sandra sold her flat and I sold mine, then we bought ourselves a nice little semi-detached in Harrow, North West London. Not on the Hill where "Harrow School" is, but close enough to sound impressive. Look, like some of London's top bank robbers live there (when they are out of jail). Both Sandra and myself were earning good money, we figured we'd had the place paid off in a few years, so talk of children was put on the back burner for the time being.
For a couple of years, we led what was to become known as the Yuppie lifestyle and had ourselves a ball. Then some bugger - probably who worked in the City - decided to sell the company I was working for. The new owners didn't want the workers; they just wanted my employer's contracts so I was out of a job.
Sandra came up with the idea that I started up on my own. We did the maths and Sandra made a few phone calls. Christ, that girl can talk the hind legs off a bloody donkey. My garage was suddenly turned into a storeroom and I was self-employed.
Sandra would take a day off every so often and get on the phone. Before I knew it, I was employing some of my old colleagues. Then I had to rent a shop in a nearby parade and move the business in there as we had outgrown the garage. There was talk of Sandra working with me full time but that somehow never came to fruition. I was by this time, a pen pusher, and had the guys running around doing the work.
To be honest there was no need for Sandra to work anymore. She could have stayed home and had the children we had always talked about; but that didn't happen either. Sandra was climbing higher in her firm and all talk of children quietly ceased.
Now hold on, don't go getting the idea Sandra and me where drifting apart. Far from it, we were out together all the time. I was at all of the socials they had at her firm. And she was normally there at our once-a-month get together I had at my little company. Look, my guys have to work funny hours. That doesn't do much for the home life, to keep the wives sweet; once a month anyone who wasn't on-call was invited out for a meal and a bit of a knees-up with their spouses.
It was working out just fine, as I also had a policy of employing the guy's wives in the office. You know, keep it in the family. It worked out just great; we had the reputation as a company that could be relied on. Everyone was covering everyone else's arse, if you get the idea.
+++++++++++++++++
Now Sandra was off at this bloody seminar and I was pretty sure I had a dose of the clap. I might be a cynic. But I knew that the only place I could have got the clap was from my ever-loving wife.
The first thing I had to do was make sure I was right. Fairly easily done, in the morning I called in and told the girls I'd be late into the office, then headed for the clinic I had visited all those years ago.
A very nice West Indian nurse, after filling in some forms, took a swab and told me she would have the results for me on Tuesday. Then she asked me to make a list of all my sexual partners in the last few months. I told her there was only one, and that was my wife, she looked only slightly embarrassed as she told me she was "Sorry to hear that. But it wasn't the first time!" I thanked her and left.
At the office I tried to carry on as normal, but didn't really succeed. It was a unanimous decision by the staff that either I went home or they staged a mutiny. So I went home and got drunk; it was the best idea I could come up with at the time.
About four in the afternoon Sandra called and asked what was wrong. Apparently she had tried to call me at the office and they had told her they had sent me home. How the hell I spoke civilly to her, I don't know. But I just told her I wasn't feeling too good. She offered to come home from the seminar early. That was the last thing I wanted, so I told her I would be all right.
Tuesday I called the Clinic early but the results weren't available. My nurse called me back around twelve to tell me it was Chlamydia and that I would need a course of antibiotics. The AIDS test was going to take some time. So I went down to the clinic again to collect my pills. I was shown in to see a doctor this time and after a long chat he gave me a letter for Sandra asking her to go in for some tests.
After I left the clinic my mind was really in a state. There was only one way anyone gets Chlamydia, don't go believing all those stupid school kid stories. The only way you get it is by having sex with an infected person. So that meant Sandra had been playing away. She was cheating on me.
But why would she, and when? Did she really love me? She was always telling me she did. We had a good sex life; well, I wouldn't have the clap if we didn't.
All right forget that one. When was she cheating? Christ, she had all the opportunity in the world. Was she working all those times she came home late? I could only assume not.
Now let's look at this differently. Chlamydia has a three to four week incubation period; I was lucky, because sometimes the symptoms don't show at all. Now what happened in the last couple of months? Fuck, yes! That bloody conference in Manchester that Sandra went to. She was real uptight about it before she went. And she was upset about the changes that were going to happen in her company when she came back. She was funny with me for a couple of weeks after she came back and now I thought about it there had been something bugging her ever since. Was she upset about the firm or was something else on her mind?
That was around six weeks ago. I can only conclude that at that conference Sandra picked up Chlamydia. Sandra must have had someone there; correction, someone had her! Someone who was infected with Chlamydia!
Next problem, was my loving wife in the habit of shagging all and sundry behind my back?
I thought back. Were there times in the past when she behaved funny towards me. Yeah, there were plenty but she was in a very high powered job nowadays; I had always put her funny moods down to that. And if I'm honest, there were times when I've been just as funny with her when things had gotten heavy at the office. I think she had been a lot more patient with me than I had ever been with her when that happened.
Right, now forget all that. What the fuck was I going to do? I'm going to have to talk to her. Fuck, would I be able to do that? Look, I've got one hell of a bloody temper; would I be able to control myself? When it came down to it, I could only just control myself when we were talking on the phone. I really didn't think I dared trust myself in a confrontation with Sandra. I could really lose the plot.
Shit! My mind was really in turmoil. Sandra would be back Wednesday; what the hell was I going to do? Thinking carefully I figured I would have to get away from her, as far away as I could. I really didn't want to know whom she'd fucked or why she'd fucked him. I just wanted out; anyway I could.
It was late in the afternoon by the time I arrived at my solicitor's - Derek - office. I'd known the guy for years and he had been one of my first customers. I gave him chapter and verse and told him I was off.
He looked surprised when I told him that I was "Leaving the country. The further I got from Sandra the safer she was." I think he got the idea. I gave him the authority to act on my behalf. The company would run itself and Sandra knew enough to keep an eye on things; I'd put one of the guys in charge and leave it to Sandra to sell it or run it herself if she wanted to.
What the hell Sandra wanted to do about the divorce was up to her, but I would settle for irreconcilable differences. I couldn't see any advantage in hanging out our dirty washing. Derek tried to persuade me that I was being a bit premature. That I should wait and talk to Sandra, but the look I gave him made him drop that idea.
I went home, packed my stuff and left the letter from the clinic on the hall table where Sandra would find it when she came home on Wednesday evening. Then I drove to the office, put Roger my number two in charge and told him I was off. He was the boss and Sandra would own the company by Thursday lunchtime. I also warned everyone on pain of death not to contact Sandra until she contacted them.
I spent the night in a local hotel and in the morning made a large withdrawal from the bank. £15000 in cash surprised them but they handed it over without question. I drove to Heathrow airport and parked in the short term car park, then rang my office and told them to send a couple of the guys to collect the company car.
My next step was to confuse anyone who tried to trace me. I jumped on a bus back into London where I caught a train down to Dover. On the ferry I met up with a truck driver who kindly gave me a lift to Brugge in Belgium and from there I caught a bus to my ultimate destination, a little farm just outside Roeselare where an old friend of mine lived with his Belgian wife.
Bruce and Donna – no, that's not her real name but that's what everyone has always called her since we were at college together - listened to my story. Bruce and I always had very similar temperaments; I think that's why we always got on so well. When we were together, if either of us was losing our cool the other would calm them down. So Bruce at least understood why I had left. They settled me into their spare room and I helped Bruce on the farm for a few weeks while I decided my next move.
Derek wrote to me and said that Sandra had been to see him. She had wanted him to tell her my whereabouts but he had refused as I had instructed. She told him she didn't want a divorce but if that was what I wanted, she would agree to one. He said he didn't pry into how she had become infected. But to be honest he had to be lying, as he also said that Sandra had said, "No one would believe what had happened, if she told them."
By the time the divorce came through I had moved from Bruce and Donna's place and was living in southern Italy. Another old college friend, Todd Marsh, and his wife were rebuilding a bloody-great old farmhouse-cum-Villa down there and turning it into a holiday complex; so I got stuck in to help them. It was about a couple of months later that I met Liou.
She worked in the local bar that her family owned, where we used to go for the odd meal. Liou was one good looking girl and her mother soon decided that I was just what Liou needed in her life. Italian fathers think they run things but it's the Italian mothers who are the driving force. Anyway Liou's mother thought that a nice Englishman was a good catch for Liou; apparently we aren't so picky. So she set about matchmaking.
Now up front, I'd better put everyone straight about Liou. Liou, as far as the locals were concerned, was spoilt goods. She had become pregnant by an American sailor when she was quite young. That's a thing nice Italian girls aren't supposed to do. Of course by the time she found out she was pregnant the sailor was back on the other side of the world and Liou was in Shit Street. The Italian's aren't too forgiving of young ladies who get themselves pregnant out of wedlock. Macho Italian men like their wives to be virgins.
Liou wasn't what you might call a slapper; she was a young woman who thought she was in love with an arsehole and came unstuck. In the long term the baby was stillborn, but that didn't do Liou any favours. So there she was almost thirty years old and on the shelf as far as the local guys were concerned.
Well, how it worked out was, I was down, Liou was down, but together we both managed to climb back up. The local priest was a real pain in the arse. He appeared happy to disregard the fact that I was divorced but he insisted that I convert to the Catholic Church, something that I did with my tongue firmly imbedded in my cheek. Maybe he figured he didn't have to recognise my protestant marriage.
The wedding turned out to be an exuberant and confusing affair. And the next thing I know I'm virtually running that damn bar. Liou's folk's were getting on a bit. Her younger brothers helped a lot when they weren't at UNI.
Once I took over, suddenly the business looked up, as the locals were rapidly learning English (I'm not one for languages). The Italians are nobody's fools, English lessons cost money; in our bar you got English lessons for free. We did some good business for the next few years. Then the tourists started turning up and the whole bloody village was doing well.
I heard very little about Sandra. Every year I got a payout on the company profits so I knew things were going well with that and obviously Sandra hadn't sold it. Derek came down for the odd holiday every year or so. But he soon learnt that Sandra was a taboo subject. He did tell me that the firm was expanding and doing well.
About three years later Derek sent me a cheque for half the value of the house, Sandra had apparently sold it, so I gathered that she was most likely remarrying. Sandra was one good-looking woman and still quite young, I didn't really expect she wouldn't find another husband. But I did wonder if it was the guy she was cheating on me with. The profit cheques kept arriving from the company every year.
I was forty years old and had been married to Liou for eight years when the bomb dropped on my life for the second time. Liou was pregnant and one morning she woke up with pains in her stomach. I was quite worried but she told me it was nothing to worry about. Around siesta time she went up to bed for a while. We were busy in the bar that day. Looking back now, I know I should have gone and checked on her when she didn't come down for the evening rush.
By the time I closed up that night it was too late. Liou's pregnancy had been ectopic. It had apparently ruptured and that was to prove fatal. She had gone into shock and passed away the following afternoon.
When I married Liou, I don't think I was in love with her. But she was a beautiful young woman and I had grown to love her very much. Her death almost destroyed me. God, my life was shit; I'd lost two loves within ten years.
For a time I was distraught. Liou's family took over the bar and I had the sympathy of the village. That damn priest drove me bloody crazy. He was with me nearly every minute of the day. I know he meant well. But I only have a smattering of Italian and to make things worse he was spouting off in Latin all the bleeding time.
I received sympathy cards from all over the place; one I found upsetting, it was simply signed "S & A." I was damn sure it came from Sandra and her new husband. That card really irked me.
After the funeral I knew that I could no longer stay in Italy. So I returned to Bruce and Donna's place in Belgium. Bruce and I got back into our old drinking habits for a while until Donna put her foot down. Donna is a great girl and Bruce was lucky to have her. She stood it for so long, then she put me straight. She told me to pull myself together, that I had to get myself sorted and get on with my life.
Bruce fixed me up with a job. Now I've told you I'm not into languages so that did prove to be a slight problem. But most of the guys I was working with spoke a little English and after a couple of months they all spoke English quite well really. I get the feeling that's why they put up with me. I wasn't the happiest person to work with.
I spent my free time helping Bruce on the little farm and playing with their children. I think that hurt a lot. I was never going to play with children of my own. Six months of Belgium was enough. I had to move on again.
As I drove my little Fiat off the ferry at Dover, I really didn't know what I was going to do. I think it was auto-pilot that took me back to London, to that little - only not so little now - hotel in Harrow that I had stayed in the night I walked out of the home I had shared with Sandra. The following morning after a sleepless night I drove up towards North Harrow where the shop was that had once been my company office.
Damn, they had taken over three shop-fronts now. I don't know what made me do it; I parked out front and walked in. For a moment there wasn't a face I recognised in sight, then just as the receptionist was asking how she could help me, a voice shouted, "Blimey, it's the fucking boss!"
Pandemonium broke out as faces that I did remember appeared out of offices left, right and centre. I was dragged into Roger's now quite grand office and pushed into the seat behind the desk.
Then without my asking what I was doing there he began to give me a rundown on exactly what he had been doing with company since I had left. No questions about where I'd been and no questions about why I had suddenly reappeared. But I brought it all to a halt when he called a young lady in and introduce me to her as her boss.
"Hang on a minute Rog. I don't run this place anymore, you do!"
"Oh, no, boss, you ain't pulling that one on me again. You asked me to look after the place for a few weeks and that turned into nearly ten bleeding years. You can have the worry back now and don't think you're slipping away again. I don't mind doing the day-to-day stuff but this is your firm, not mine."



"No, its Sandra's company. I signed it all over to her when I left."
"I think you had better talk to Sandra about that one, Boss."
At that moment the door burst open and Derek charged into the room.
"For Christ's sake, Mike, when the hell did you get back?" was his greeting to me.
"Yesterday! Why? Am I banned from the country or something?" I was angry with Derek; his question was like a challenge to me.
"I didn't mean it like that, Mike. It's just I thought you would let me know you were coming, that's all. I would have liked to have had time to get things prepared."
"Well, you know I'm here now. So you don't have to worr---y...." Derek had left the door open and my attention had been taken by a young girl of about ten years old who was standing in the doorway staring at me. The receptionist appeared and tried to pull the child away.
"No, leave me alone!" the girl said angrily. Wrenching herself from the woman's grasp she boldly walked into the room. Slowly she made her way towards me and I suddenly felt very uncomfortable.
"I want to see my father!" she said. Both her eyes and mine filled with tears. I knew the young girl was my daughter; she looked just like my little sister had as a child.
Nothing further was said for the next few minutes as I went down on my knees and the child came into my arms and embraced me. I looked up at Derek with questioning and tearing eyes.
"I'm sorry, Mike, but every time I tried to tell you, you cut me off," Derek blurted out. Then with an exasperated look on his face. "What the hell was I supposed to do?"
"Would you kindly leave us alone, gentlemen?" a very familiar woman's voice said.
I hadn't noticed that Sandra had entered the room whilst I was concentrating on my daughter. Derek and Roger couldn't get out of the room fast enough and they closed the door behind them.
"Hello, Mike, I see you have met Alana. I would like to have introduced you properly."
"Hi, Sandra. She gave me a bit of a shock there. Why did no one tell me about her?"
"Mike, with your temper, no one could tell you anything. Derek tried to tell you plenty of times. I was in his office once when he tried to tell you that I was pregnant on the phone. The moment he mentioned me, you hung up on him."
"I'm sorry, but I was pretty pissed off with you at the time."
"Are you still pissed off with me now?"
"I don't really know. I suppose I am after finding out what you did."
"I think I can understand your anger but you really had everything wrong. Alana, please go outside with Uncle Derek for a little while? Your Daddy and I have some things we have to talk about. Don't worry, I'm sure he won't be going anywhere for the time being."
Alana extracted herself from my arms. "You won't leave without saying good bye to me, will you, Daddy?"
"I haven't said 'hello' to you yet. I've got to get to know you. I'm not going anywhere until I've got to know all about you." My mind was in a complete daze really. What do you say to a ten-year-old daughter that you didn't know you had?
When Alana had left, I began to get angry with Sandra for not telling me about her. Damn, I was angry with Derek as well. Jesus, I think I got angry with everyone in the world as I watched Alana go through that door. I turned to Sandra and I'm sure she could see the anger in my eyes.
"Sit down, Mike, and just listen for a while," Sandra demanded.
I don't know why I just did as she asked. I was angry but in the ensuing years since I'd last seen Sandra I had learnt to control my temper a little.
"First you weren't told about Alana because you were married to Liou by the time I knew she was yours. We, I, didn't want to drop a spanner into your marriage to her. I knew I'd messed up things between us and I didn't want to mess up things for you and Liou."
I started to say something.
"Please be quiet and listen, Mike. I knew I was pregnant when you left but I didn't know if it was your baby or not. That's what I was so upset about in those weeks before you left. I can just imagine how you felt when you found out you had chlamydia. Christ, it was a shock for me! But please believe me, I never cheated on our marriage. I was raped!"
My mouth must have dropped open. You know how it goes, too much information in much too little time. My mind was struggling to take in what Sandra was saying. She was claiming that she had been raped. But if she had why hadn't she told me, or reported it to the police.
"Oh! And just what would you have done if I had told you?" Sandra had pre-empted my question.
"I'll tell you! You'd have gone rushing up there like a bloody avenging hero and probably killed the guy. I knew what your temper was like. You'd have beaten him to death without thinking of the consequences!"
I had to admit Sandra was right. I'd have killed anyone who did that to my woman. I'd have killed anyone who did anything to harm my family. Wasn't that why I had gone away when I thought Sandra had betrayed me?
"But why didn't you go to the police?"
"It's complicated, Mike. Let me start at the beginning and tell you what happened. With a little luck you might understand. Shall we have some tea and I'll tell you the whole story."
Sandra got up, stuck her head out the door and asked for someone to make us some tea. I heard her assuring every one that we were all right and then she came back and sat down.
"Damn, Mike, I fucked things up big time!" she said as she sat down again. "You remember that big conference I went to in Manchester. Well, it was about reorganising the whole damn company. Control of my department was passed to a different director and he announced they were going to take some of my staff and responsibilities away from me. Effectively demoting me."
"I was pissed off. I'd run that department for a couple of years by then and in that time we had been really successful. But that bastard Thompson planned to dismantle the whole little kingdom I had built up. Well, I couldn't argue it out around that conference table; I just had to sit there and listen."
"I hoped I would be able talk Thompson out of it later in the day. But that day's conference didn't break up until quite late and when we got out, Thompson went straight out to dinner with the old man, Sir Robert Mortlake, the companies chairman. I had dinner alone and then sat in the bar quietly festering. I'll tell you the truth, I think I had much too much to drink but I was upset."
"Anyway around ten I went up to my room. I'm afraid I hit the bottle there as well, I don't know. I probably wasn't thinking straight by then and after a couple more drinks decided to call Thompson's suite and give him a piece of my mind. I got no answer at first. He must have still been out; I don't know how many times I called but in the end he answered. I started going off the deep end at him but he was most conciliatory to me."
"He apologised that his plan had upset me and suggested I go up to his suite and discuss it. I could hear other people talking in the background so I thought I wouldn't be alone with him. I figured it would be all right. When I got up there, Sir Robert and some of his cronies were there. As a matter of fact Sir Robert was just leaving just as I arrived and seemed very surprised to see me so I gathered Thompson had not told him I was going up to the suite."
There was a knock at the door and Roger came in carrying a tea tray. As he left Sandra started to pour the tea for both of us. Then she continued.
"After a few minutes, everyone except Thompson and his secretary Gail had left the room. I started to tell Thompson that he was going to break up the really good team I had built up and he appeared to agree with me. Then he suddenly told me I could keep my department if I slept with him."
"I told him he had to be kidding. But he came over, tried to put his arms around me and kiss me. He said if I played my cards right I would be on the board before I knew it. I pushed him away, slapped him around the face, and told him I did not trade my body for position or power. I looked towards his secretary for her support but she just turned away and went into one of the bedrooms.
"You've got to remember that I was quite drunk. Thompson just came at me and over-powered me. He dragged me into his bedroom after Gail. Then he held me down whilst Gail took off my clothes. Once I was naked Gail took over holding me down and Thompson raped me. I really just can't tell you what they did to me. But Thompson raped me not just once but several times and all the time Gail was holding me down."
"Didn't you scream?"
"Yes, when I could I bloody did, but that penthouse suite was on the top floor. I don't think anyone could have heard me. Thompson just wasn't worried about how much noise I made. He just kept laughing and that bitch Gail was egging him on. I don't remember all of what happened I think I must have passed out. When I woke up I was back in my own room."
"I didn't know what to do. The first thing I could think of was to go and see Sir Robert Mortlake. He was staying in the other building so I got dressed and rushed over to see him. When I got to his suite I got the biggest shock of my life. Sir Robert told me that Thompson had already been to see him. Thompson supported by his secretary had told him that I had propositioned and seduced him and then tried to get him to change his mind about the changes to my department."
"Thompson told the old man that I had threatened to cry rape if he didn't leave my department as it was. What the hell could I do? Thompson had out manoeuvred me and he had a witness. If I cried rape, Thompson would have cried blackmail.
"Then I had a real problem and a more important one to my mind. If I told you what happened, would you believe me, and if you did how the hell was I going to stop you from killing Thompson. I knew your temper; I didn't want you spending years behind bars. Sir Robert Mortlake told me that he would forget about my allegations if I said no more about it and he would make sure I could keep my job.
"I tried to put it to the back of my mind and pretend it didn't happen. But then I missed a period and I suspected I was pregnant. The trouble I had then was whether the child was yours or Thompson's? I was still trying to get my mind around that problem, when I got home from that seminar, find you had gone and the letter from the STD clinic was on the hall table."
"Honestly, Mike, I didn't know which way to turn. In a way you leaving saved me the heartache of trying to explain all this to you. Mike, I loved you, and I think I understood why you went. I knew you couldn't trust your temper. When Derek tried to push me into telling him what had happened, I wouldn't tell him at first."
"But as it got more and more obvious that I was pregnant, I told Derek everything. By then he had the divorce you demanded in gear so, foolishly I let it go through. I thought if she was yours we would tell you about Alana after she was born somehow. We would have a paternity test done and then tell you. Exactly what you wanted to do then would be in your hands, but I wanted you back. Derek went to Italy to tell you about Alana but you...."
"So that's why Derek suddenly turned up just after the wedding?
"Yes, you pre-empted us didn't you? You got married to Liou! I was terribly upset when you did that. Derek came back and told me after talking to the Marsh's. Did you know they were very worried about your mental condition at the time? They thought you were only just getting your head sorted out. Derek thought it was better not to tell you. Since you had married Liou, he thought it was better to let sleeping dogs lie for a while."
"Oh, Christ, I'm sorry, Sandra, but I was in a hell of a state. Liou was a friend and gave me a lot of support."
"I know. I'm not daft. You thought I had cheated on you. I know how much you put into our marriage and I know you had no choice but to believe I cheated on you. If I had told you I had been raped, I know you would have been there for me. You had every right to believe what you did."
"Damn, I should have spoken to you. I should have been there when you needed me. Damn, where can I find this arsehole Thompson."
"There you go already. That's why I never told you in the first place. Anyway you won't find him because he's moved to the U.S. Please forget about Thompson. What about us? What are you intending to do now?"
"God, I don't really know. What about you and your husband? How's he going to feel about me being around?"
"What husband are you talking about? You are the only husband I've ever had."
"But you sold the house. I assumed you were getting married again when you did that."
"No, that was our house. Yours and mine. I sold it because I couldn't live in it without you being there. Every room reminded me of you. I moved out within weeks of you leaving. I couldn't live there without you."
"But you kept it for four years."
"I was hoping you would come back. I had Tony Marsh watching how your marriage to Liou was going. When you appeared to be happily settled with her, I sold it. It hurt me too much to keep it knowing I'd lost you."
"Sandra, I really don't know what I'm going to do. I can't expect to just walk back into your life after all these years."
"I'll be upset about it but can understand that you don't want to come back into my life, but will you please come into Alana's life? She needs her father."
"Bloody hell, Sandra, I didn't say I didn't want to be part of your life. Look, I walked out on you when you needed me. I divorced you and married Liou. Whilst you were bringing up our daughter on your own, I was swaning around in Italy."
"So you don't love me anymore!"
"Damn it, Sandra, of course I love you. I've always loved you. I hate to say this but when I married Liou I was trying to forget you. Liou became my life and I fell in love with her. But you were always there in my heart. I didn't forget you and I never stopped loving you. I just can't see how you can accept me back."
"Okay, if you're willing then let's try to get back together. Look, Mike, we can only try. I have always loved you. Alana has had half a family for too long. Let's see if we can make a proper family for her. Will you try?"
Sandra got out of her chair and walked around the desk. Without ceremony she plonked herself on my lap, then she lent down and kissed me. Jesus, that felt good, exactly how long that kiss lasted I can't tell you. But it appeared to wipe out ten years of anguish.
The sudden silence in the office must have been noted outside as after a while the door opened.
"It's all right. They haven't killed each other. They're just saying hello properly." Alana's voice filled the room, "I hope I get some cuddles now mother has you back to cosy up with, Daddy, and I don't expect to see all this sloppy stuff all the time."
Sandra and I broke our kiss. We both held out a free arm and Alana came over and joined us.
+++++++++++++
So you want an epilogue. If I don't tidy up, I know you will all be wondering what happened in the long term.
Sandra and I did the registry office bit about six months later. The three of us -Soon to be four - are living in Sandra's flat at the moment. We've just heard our old house is back on the market so we intend to put in an offer for it. Things between Sandra and myself will probably never be the same as they were when we were married before, but then we are not the same people. We are both older and hopefully wiser. I know we are much more appreciative of each other.
As for Sir Robert Mortlake, it all turned nasty for that slimy old bugger - I'm damn sure he knew exactly what had gone on in that hotel room. It appears that he also picked up an STD somewhere. Of course he passed it on to his wife and she had taken him to the cleaners whilst I was still in Italy. That will teach him to employ Thompson's secretary when Thompson left the company. No, Sandra did not pass her letter from the clinic on; it was the best revenge she could think of at the time.
After a good deal of hunting I managed to track down Gail. You didn't think I was going to let sleeping dogs lie, did you? Gail is sterile; I think I told you sometimes there are no symptoms with Chlamydia. The long-term complications can be quite nasty. Gail had gotten married to some guy, but he's divorced her now as he says he wants children. Personally I don't think he liked what some bugger told him about the kind of woman he was married to.
As for Thompson, he's in a wheelchair nowadays. Some nasty person backed a car over him - twice or was it three times? I was a little emotional and can't quite remember. I don't think he will be raping any more women.
Life goes on.
Authors Note:
It is widely believed that the vast majority of rapes go unreported. In many cases the victims know their attacker, who is quite often, an acquaintance, a work colleague or a relative. The victims are often ashamed of what has happened, or they think they will not be believed in court.
A rather frighten piece of research published in the UK recently, revealed that an alarmingly high percentage of people thought that women brought rape upon themselves, by dressing or behaving provocatively. Or even, believe it or not, just by being drunk. Sometimes I despair of the world we live in.
The Wanderer
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 Some years ago, I was lying on the back seat of my coach one night waiting for my passengers to return from their night out on the town. The lights were off, but I had left the door unlocked so that I wouldn't be disturbed should anyone want to come back to the coach early. Around twelve o'clock two ladies came back on board, but they didn't notice me laying there in the dark. They proceeded to have what I thought was a humorous conversation about the size of their husbands' and apparently their lovers' equipment. For some reason something brought that conversation into my mind the other day. The following is what I made of it.
I thank my LadyCibelle and Techsan for their patience, proof reading, editing skills and of course encouragement. As always I must also add, that I can't leave a story alone. I could well have added some cock-ups after they have seen it and before it gets posted. This little tale is very tongue in cheek I hope you enjoy it. 
*
I'd got back into Heathrow on a late night flight. The traffic on the way down west had been awful, as it was the August bank holiday, the worst day of the year for holiday traffic. Accidents had caused jams that stretched for miles and I was dead beat and not in a good mood by the time I reached my home.
"Hi, honey," Allison, my loving wife of ten years said as I walked through the door. "Would you like some breakfast?"
I thought I might as well, before I went to bed to hopefully sleep off the jet lag.
Over a fry up of bacon and eggs Allison gave me a run down of her week; although I wasn't exactly listening as I was really half-asleep. Then out of the blue she dropped the bombshell. 
"Robert, have you ever thought about swinging?"
Feigning ignorance I replied. "I'm not with you, babe. What do you mean by swinging?"
"You know, swapping partners for sex."
"No, that's not something that I've ever contemplated. What makes you ask?"
"Oh, a couple of the girls were talking in the changing room, down at the tennis club. I just wondered if you've ever thought about it?"
"My love, you're the only woman I need. I don't need to try any others."
"Ah, I suppose you would say that. After all you had other women before we were married. I was a virgin on our wedding night. You're the only man I've ever experienced. I was wondering what being with another man would be like."
"Wonder no more, my love. We've all got the same equipment and those women I went with before I met you did a good job of teaching me how to use it."
"But I can't help but wonder if another man would be any different in bed."
"I don't think I like where this conversation is going Allison. Are you trying to tell me you want to bed another man?"
"I think I am. Would you mind?"
"Of course I would. It's not something I could countenance."
"It would only be sex. There would be no love involved. Don't you trust me?"
"I'll be honest, baby. I trust you but I don't trust myself. I'm not sure that I could handle the thought of you with another man."
"You don't really love me then. If you did, you would trust me not to fall in love with him."
"Him! Who are we talking about here? It appears you've already picked out a stud for yourself."
"Well, I was thinking of Tony Marsh." 
"Who? Tony Marsh, that bloody great prick. He's an arsehole of the forth Dan. He doesn't know how to treat a lady as she should be treated. Why the hell do you think he's never got married?
"The girls were saying he's a real stud and he has an enormous thingy."
"An enormous thingy. Is that what you are looking for, an enormous thingy?"
"Be serious, Rob. The only one I've ever seen is yours. They say Tony's is really big and gets to places that a normal sized one doesn't. I want to know what it feels like." 
"And are you telling me I don't get you in those places?"
"How do I know? You're the only man I've ever had sex with. I'd like to know how you measure up?"
"Well, if you ever try to compare me with another man in bed, you could find you've made a big mistake."
"What do you mean by that?"
"Well, men don't like to be compared to others when it come to our prowess in bed. It hurts our ego."
"Oh, don't be silly. I just want to experience another man. I can't see how that can harm you."
"Well, I'll warn you. Experiencing another man could be a big mistake. You could find you're not happy with my "normal sized" thingy as you like to put it, afterwards."
"Now you are being silly. I love you. How could I not like having sex with you?
"Ah, now super-stud Tony's thingy could well have touched those parts of you that my normal sized thingy can't. You could find you don't get the same enjoyment from sex with me after you've tried that great big monster thingy, like Tony's."
"I think you're jealous of Tony's great big thingy."
"Allison, Tony's thingy is one thingy that I'm definitely not jealous of. I'm quite happy with what the good Lord chose to give me, thank you, and I would hope that you would be happy with it as well."
With that the conversation ended and I went to bed. Over the next week or so Allison kept returning to the subject but I told her as firmly as I could that I did not like the idea of her having sex with Tony Marsh and I wasn't sure I would tolerate it.
In the end she told me that she intended to get laid by him no matter what I thought. She said it was her body and she could do what she liked with it. What right had I to deny her the experience of a big thingy?
When I came home from work on the Friday evening, I found Allison getting ready to go out. "Are we going somewhere?" I asked.
"I am. But you aren't."
"Pardon."
"I'm going out with the girls. If I'm lucky, we'll meet up with Tony Marsh and I'll get to try out that big thingy of his."
Angry, of course I was! But at least I knew what she was up to. She could have sneaked out to meet him, when I was away on a trip and without me knowing. But she didn't have that much sense.
I busied myself a while with a few little chores that needed doing and then I settled down to watch the box.
I heard a car pull up outside about half past twelve and then Allison staggered through the door in a very dishevelled condition. Her blouse was undone to the waist and the tights she had on when she went out were in her hand.
"Did you have a good night, Allison?" I asked.
"No, I didn't! Tony's thingy is nowhere near the size of yours and he has the finesse of a pig."
"Yeah, I'm told he always used to brag about it at school until I moved here. Then he went quiet once he saw me in the changing room showers one day. 
"Why didn't you tell me?"
"Tell you what?
"That you had a big thingy which was even bigger than Tony's. All the guys call him Big Thingy. I assumed he must have the biggest one around."
"No, Allison, the guys all call Tony 'A Big Prick' and by that they mean he has about as much brains in his head as can be found in the average Prick, or thingy as you like to call it." 
"But you never told me you were bigger than him."
"That would be bragging Allison. You know the only thing that I brag about is how beautiful my wife is. Such a shame that I won't be able to do that anymore."
"And why not? Have I suddenly turned ugly or something."
"No, Allison, you've suddenly gotten divorced. Your clothes are already at your mother's house. I took them over earlier. Now please get out of my house!"
"But you can't do that. You can't throw me out of our house."
I picked Allison up and carried her to the front door. I carefully placed her outside on the porch and then closed the door. "Who says I can't? Good-bye, Allison, let me know if you find anymore big thingy's," I said as I did so.
Then through the door I called out. "I think I'll go the tennis club tomorrow, I hear there's a shortage of big thingy's up there. I don't suppose I'll go short, do you? 
 Sometimes you don't what you've go until it's gone!
Life goes on. 
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The Wanderer
If you're looking for a stroke story then don't look here. This story did start life as a one of my Nemesis series but it kind of metamorphosed as I wrote it.
I thank my LadyCibelle and Techsan for their patience, proof reading, editing skills and of course their encouragement. As always I must also add, that I can never leave a story alone. I will most likely add some cock-ups on my read through after they have seen it.
I entered the plush office suite with more than a little trepidation and tried my best to look confident as I walked over to the reception desk and announced that I was Mrs. Morris and I had a 10 o'clock appointment with Mr. White. The young receptionist smiled up at me and asked me if I wouldn't mind taking a seat for a few minutes as Mr. White was running a little late. Taking a seat in one of the large armchairs I settled myself down and picked up a magazine. I knew I was too worked up and wouldn't actually be able read to it but I could try to look like I was. Sitting there I could do nothing but run over in my mind just how my life had led to this meeting.
As a teenager I'd been one hell of a looker. In college I could turn most of the guys' heads. But really I was what you might call repressed; I never let my emotions get the better of me. It was one thing to have the guys chasing you but I was never into trusting any of them. I had no intention of letting any of them get into my pants. So I held them all at arm's length.
Don't go thinking I was a stick in the mud, I was out dancing with my friends almost every night. I went to parties all the time and I had quite a few boyfriends. But if any of them thought they were getting anything out of me, they had another think coming. I had ears, I had heard the guys talking; as soon as a guy 'got lucky', as they liked to put it, It was all around college in no time and the poor girl who had 'put out' rapidly got herself the reputation as a slapper or a slut. That was never going to happen to me.
I was nineteen and at a party when I first came across Jack Morris. For some reason I had never seen him before, but it quickly became apparent that most of my friends had. He wasn't particularly handsome but he certainly stood out from the crowd. Everyone appeared to know him as he slowly worked the room, dancing with a few girls on the way around. I did note that he only seemed to dance to slow numbers and I was pretty sure that it was the girls who were asking him to dance. A couple of times I saw girls who were dancing with one guy walk over to Jack when a slow dance started, effectively ditching the guy they had been dancing with.
I pointed this out to my friend Sheila and asked if she knew what was going on. "Oh, that's Jack," she replied. "He's a gentleman. Look, once you get to know Jack, if you get stuck with a sleaze ball, you can rely on Jack to help you out. You start talking to, or dance with Jack and he'll stay with you until the sleaze-ball loses interest. He'll even escort you home if you want him to; you watch, Jack will have a carload of girls when the party ends tonight."
"What is he, a kind of knight errant or something? Doesn't he have girlfriends of his own?"
"Of course he does but he's a gentleman. If a girl gets drunk or needs assistance, Jack will always make sure she gets home in one piece and with her virtue intact. You can always trust Jack Morris."
"Doesn't he ever, you know?"
"Don't be silly, Porsha, of course he does. He's a man just like the rest of them. But he behaves himself. He never takes advantage and, more importantly, he never discusses what happens in private. And take my word for it, he's fantastic in bed. He's choosy though. Any girl who gets herself a reputation doesn't stand a chance with Jack."
"Have you ever?"
"Yeah, you bet. Last Christmas I went out with him a few times. God, what a difference to most of these twerps. I learnt a few things form Jack, I can tell you. It was the best sex I've ever had. But then I made the mistake of going with Phil Clarke to the New Year's dance because Jack was away at some family thing. Clarkie must have bragged about us having had sex because Jack never called me again. He still talks to me but he has never asked me out since. I tried asking him to the Valentines dance but he said he couldn't make it. That pig Phil Clarke ruined my chances with Jack."
This Jack Morris sounded just like my sort of guy, although the thought of having sex with him never entered my head. But he sounded like the safe kind of boyfriend I had always dreamed about. I watched him circulate and eventually he came to where Sheila and I were dancing. Sheila grabbed him straight away and they disappeared into the throng on the dance floor for a few minutes. When they came back, Sheila introduced me to him. We talked for a little while and I picked out his chat up lines but before we got too friendly another girl suddenly grabbed his arm, with a quick apology, he was gone.
I was disappointed and Sheila noticed. She asked me whether I fancied Jack and when I told her I'd like to get to know him a bit, Sheila disappeared into the crowd for a couple of minutes, and when she returned she gave me the news that we had a lift home with Jack. I was pleased about that, as I thought we'd get to know each other on the way home. Unfortunately that wasn't to happen as there were eight of us girls crammed into that car with Jack and several of the others apparently had the same idea as I had.
I didn't see Jack for about a month after that. Then I was waiting at a bus stop in the pouring rain one day when a car pulled up. You know the scenario. The car stopped and I pretended it wasn't there. Strangers don't pick me up in the street. But then I heard someone call my name and it turned out to be Jack. He offered me a lift home and on the way he asked me whether I'd like to go for a meal one evening.
This was different for me. Most guys would ask if you wanted to go to the pictures or out for a drink. Meals to them were the quick trip to the Wimpy bar, but Jack was talking about the top restaurant locally. The place my mum and dad usually went to. I'd been there with them but I'd never had a guy take me there. Of course most of the guys I'd gone out with couldn't afford to buy a meal there anyway.
So that Friday evening I was treated to my first proper romantic dinner. And Jack pulled out all the stops. Jesus, Jack was so different to all the boys I'd been out with before. You know, before the end of the meal I knew that this was one guy who wasn't going to get away if I had anything to do with it.
After the meal he took me to "Caesars" the best nightclub in town. It's a private club and had a casino upstairs and a dance floor and bar downstairs. It was one of those places that you had to be a member to get in and it appeared that Jack was a member. He told me later that a relative of his owned the nightclub and the big 'Central Hotel' next door. Looking back now, I wish I'd remembered he'd said that.
Ever the gentleman Jack took me home about one A.M. he kissed me politely and bid me goodnight. I was shocked he didn't try anything, not even a heavy snogging session. To be honest I was a little hurt. I really expected him to try something. I was even more hurt when he never asked for another date, but just kissed me and said goodnight.
It was almost two weeks later when he called me. I quickly accepted his invitation for another meal. When we were eating he explained that he hadn't called me, as he hadn't really broken things off with his old girlfriend. She had gone away for a few weeks on some course or the other and he had to wait for her return before he could tell her he wanted to break up with her. She was on a course that had an exam at the end of it so it wouldn't have been fair to call her and tell her it was over. Apparently she did not have Jack's sense of duty, as the first thing she told him when she returned was that she had found someone else.
Jack and I started going steady from then on. We never actually had sex but we got pretty close to it sometimes. After a year together we got engaged and we were married a month before my twentieth birthday. I'd finished college by then and had a good job in the sales department of a computer software company.
Meanwhile Jack was working for some agency that represented foreign companies in England. Don't ask me what they did, but shortly after we got married Jack got promoted and started having to take trips abroad. It was quite good because, when I could get the time off from my job, I went with him at his company's expense. At one time they even offered to put me on the books, but both of us working for the same company was asking for trouble. As it stood, if one of our employers went to the wall, the other of us was earning enough to cover our expenses.
I'd had our twin girls Sarah and Megan, eleven months after the wedding and they were followed up with twin boys Jack Jr. and Mark just over a year later. For a young couple we were making good money and had employed a nanny for the children so that I could get back to my job. I really liked my work and I was sure I was going somewhere.
I wouldn't say Jack was that enthused with the idea of me going back to work so soon or with the idea of employing a nanny to look after the children. But I did tend to get my own way and he accepted that I wanted my career. Our sex life was pretty good. By that I mean we had sex often. Probably more often than some folks although sometimes I got the feeling that Jack would have liked me to be a little more adventurous. But I didn't go for all this oral stuff that people talk about. To me it seemed, I don't know, unnatural. Jack got me to try and suck his penis one time but I definitely felt uncomfortable doing it so I refused to do it again. A few times he went down on me but that just didn't seem right to me either; I was so tense I couldn't enjoy it if I had wanted to.
Our lives went along quite smoothly until the boys were four years old, when Jack Jr. came down with meningitis. He died five days later and from then on things were never quite the same. Meningitis is one of those terrible things that happen in life. It was no one's fault that Jack Jr. contracted it but somehow I think that Jack and I each held ourselves responsible.
Between us, Jack and I could fix most things; but neither of us could do anything for our baby. After we lost little Jack, we both seemed to concentrate more on the children and our jobs than we did on each other. Oh, don't get me wrong we loved each other and still had a pretty hectic sex life. Look, if you've had any children you know how they kind of take priority. With both Jack and I having good careers something had to lose out somewhere.
The years flew past and things went really well. There was a new big house, trips to Disneyland with the kids and summer holidays in the Caribbean, all the things successful young families usually have. Our remaining three children did very well at school. I know Jack had a hell of a time when the girls got to the age when boys started showing interest. He's quite a conservative guy, my Jack. But before we realised it all three of our children were off at University and we were suddenly at home alone.

Jack and I started to try and put our lives back together. Well, to be honest Jack did. I don't really think I tried as hard as I should have. My world was revolving around my job more and more; I was managing the sales department at my company by then and just a couple of steps away from getting onto the board.
When the guy who owned the place where Jack worked retired, he put Jack in charge and he became the Head Honcho at the agency. That was good, as Jack's salary went through the roof, but it led to him spending more time travelling than ever and I couldn't go with him as much as I would have liked, since I was busy as well. I had to make a good few trips away, but they were in England, not like Jack's to the four corners of the globe.
I was thirty-nine and Jack was forty-two and no matter how Jack tried we were growing further apart. One evening over dinner Jack told me it was decision time.
"What do you mean Jack? What decision do we have to make?" I asked him.
"About you and me, my love," he replied, "We surely can't go on like this. Either we both have to cut back on our work load and spend more time together or we are going to turn into complete strangers to each other."
"I don't understand."
"Look, Porsha, in the last month we haven't been out together once. Christ, I think I can count the evenings we have spent together on the fingers of one hand. We have to decide whether we want or need to work ourselves into the ground anymore. I know I want to spend more time with the woman I love."
"Well, what do you want us to do?"
"I don't really know, we could both retire or at least take things more easy. I know I could lay a lot of my work onto my subordinates. And I'm sure you could do the same. Look, maybe we both could arrange to take a couple of months off and go on that world cruise we've always talked about. You know, before we get to old to enjoy it."
"Now hold on Jack. My boss is retiring this year. I've waited years for him to go. I'm in line for his job if I play my cards right. I can't afford to let up."
"But you don't need the job. We've got enough stashed away to last us out."
"That's easy for you to say but I've been working for this all my life. I was hoping to be the first woman on the board of directors. I'm sure I'm only a couple of years away from making it."
"But in two years, we probably won't have a marriage left. Can't you see that?"
"No, I can't. Why should our marriage break up?"
"Because you care less and less about it, that's why. You care less and less about me as time goes on. You spend more time away from home now than I ever did. And you spend more time socialising with your company's clients now than ever."
"Well, they like to deal with the boss."
"No, they like to perv over you."
"What the hell do you mean by that?"
"Christ Porsha, as you have gotten older your neck-line has gone down and you skirt hem has gone up. I'm willing to place a bet that some of those clients of yours are hoping to get lucky, and to my mind the odds are one of them will!"
"Are you mad? Do you really think I would......"
"I don't know, Porsha! But to my mind, there's only one thing seems to bother you nowadays and that's getting the contract signed. One of these days someone is going to lay it on the line, and you are going to have to make an awkward decision or two. And I don't know what lengths you'd go to."
"I would never do anything like that and I'm furious that you would think I would. I have always dressed nice but that doesn't make me a slut."
"Yes, you always have dressed nicely, Porsha. You look gorgeous and you have always used your looks to get what you want. But I'm worried now, since it appears that what you want has taken priority over us. What you want has always been the most important thing to you and what you want more than anything nowadays is signatures on contracts. Nothing else appears to matter to you."
"Oh, let's not get back onto the usual one. I was never the stay at home mum type and you know it." I knew that Jack was going to bring up me not staying at home whilst the children were growing up next. So I dived in on the subject first. In the next few hours just about everything came out. It was obvious that Jack had always thought I was being selfish when I went back to work so quickly after having the children. But I couldn't see the harm in my being successful in my career. I almost expected him to bring up the subject of Jack Jr. but he left that one out.
I think it was the biggest argument that we had ever had. I was surprised that Jack was prepared to throw up his career if I gave up mine. But my job was what I lived for.
For the next couple of weeks life at home was what you could only call tense. We talked to each other but there was that coldness in the air. Then a big deal came into the offering at work and I lost the plot about what was going on at home. For the next few weeks I was running around checking everything to make sure the deal would go down all right. I was getting home late and flying backwards and forwards to Manchester every couple of days. I never stayed overnight though. I would get the morning flight up and the evening flight back. Eventually the contract was signed and I had everyone at the office singing my praises. I was sure that when my boss retired I'd have his job.
I was just about to call Jack and tell him the good news when I realised that I hadn't actually spoken to him for several days. We were passing each other like ships in the night; I realised that Jack was right. We were drifting apart and I suddenly realised I had to do something. Anything to show him I loved him and didn't want to lose him. So I decided my first move would be to surprise him at lunchtime and take him out for a meal.
I drove across town to his office, but when I got up to the floor his office suit was on, the place was like the Marie Celeste with not a soul in sight. I was about to leave again when I remembered my swipe card. Jack had told me that the same card that opened his office at home opened the office at work. He had given me a card, as otherwise I would be locked out of the office at home.
I let myself in with the idea of looking in Jack's appointment diary. If he were local, I would call him and join him for lunch. But once I got inside the outer office I realised that the place was not as deserted as had I thought. As I got close to Jack's office I could hear noises that I didn't like the sound of, coming from inside.
Jack's private office is an all glass affair; the rest of the place is all open plan. Unusually the Venetian blinds were down on Jack's private domain. I moved closer and through a blind that wasn't quite properly closed, I could see some movement inside. It was Sally the office's girl Friday. She was apparently stark naked and was what I can only describe as jumping up and down on someone's lap. That someone was sitting on the large couch that Jack had in there. From my viewpoint I couldn't make out who the guy was but I very much suspected it was my so-called ever-loving husband.
I don't know how or why, but I didn't go barging in there. I think I must have been too upset. I tried looking through the other windows but I couldn't get a good view of the man. But I did see his jacket hanging on the back of a chair. It was Jack's blue suit jacket. Especially ordered and made to measure, I'd know that jacket anywhere.
I left the office at a run, the outer door banged closed behind me. I'm sure they must have heard it but I didn't care.
On the way down in the lift I was crying. Was this what Jack had been trying to say to me? Had he been trying to tell me that if we didn't spend more time together he would look for company elsewhere? Or was he trying to set the stage for a divorce when we had that strange conversation that lead to that big argument? I was angry and hurt. I loved my husband and I thought he loved me but it looked like I was losing him. What was I going to do? Fight for him or accept that I had lost him.
That night when I got home from the office Jack acted like he always did and that made me even more angry. I don't really know why I expected him to act differently since Jack could have had no idea that I had seen him and Sally at lunchtime. So why was I expecting him to act differently? With me biting my tongue, the evening went as usual with us hardly talking to each other. I didn't even tell him the contract was signed.



Two days later Jack called me at my office and asked me if I would like to go out to dinner that evening as he had a client and his wife visiting town. I knew he wanted me to sweet-talk the wife; I had done it a few times for him over the years. Out of spite I told him I couldn't make it as I had a late meeting. I could hear the disappointment in his voice at my answer. I did have a late meeting that day but I knew it would be over before 8 o'clock when the table was booked.
Later in the day I had second thoughts. This was no way to win my husband back. I decided I would go straight to the restaurant after my meeting and join Jack and his clients there. I asked my secretary to call Jack and tell him I would be there as I went into my meeting. I rushed things a little and the meeting ended before seven, giving me plenty of time to get changed and meet Jack and his client.
But when I got back to my office, my secretary had gone home and I found a note she had left me, saying that she had been unable to contact Jack. "Never mind," I thought, "I'll surprise him." I went straight to the private bathroom in my office and changed into something more suitable. I had got into the habit of leaving some nice evening clothes at work; it gave a good impression to the clients if I changed when we had evening meetings.
Then I dashed across town to the Central Hotel where Jack had said we were having dinner. I walked into the hotel lobby at about five before eight and immediately I spied Jack sitting in the bar with Sonya, one of his assistants. They were sitting close together and their heads were almost touching as they whispered to each other, obviously enjoying some private joke, because they both had big smiles on their faces.
Then I noticed that Jack was holding something in his hand; it was a jewellery presentation case. He handed it to Sally who opened it and her eyes lit up as she took out a rather grand and expensive looking diamond pendant necklace. After a few more little whispers and some vigorous head shaking saying no on Sonya's part and yes on Jack's part, she handed the necklace to Jack, who put it around her neck and fastened it. Sally turning her back to him so he could do so. I was somewhat surprised that she never saw me standing there, gaping at my husband giving the little tart a diamond necklace, but she was looking down at the pendant at the time.
I took a step back behind a large potted plant so they wouldn't see me. Just what the hell was I going to do now, I didn't know. I couldn't really make a scene in the Central; it would be just too embarrassing, as my company used the place frequently for business lunches etc. Whilst I was thinking what to do, I noticed an old couple who I thought I vaguely recognised go into the bar. They joined Jack and Sonya then after a short conversation all four of them went into the restaurant.
Lost in my thoughts I made my way back out to my car. Just what had happened to my marriage? In less than a week I'd found my husband having sex with one little tart and then giving another of his whores a diamond necklace. What the hell had come over the man? Or had he been playing the field behind my back for years? I sat in my car and cried myself silly for the next couple of hours. At about ten-thirty I saw Jack and Sonya come out of the hotel. 'Well at least they weren't sharing a room there tonight.' I thought, 'but I wondered if Jack's got a little love nest tucked away somewhere?'
Before I had the chance to get out of the car to confront them, they got into a taxi. I tried to follow them, but I soon got caught at a set of traffic lights and the taxi disappeared into the distance. Mad at myself, for not being quick enough to catch them at the hotel entrance I drove home. I would have it out with Jack when he got home.
I should have guessed they would stop off somewhere else, because midnight came and went and there was no sign of Jack. I went to bed thinking I'd catch him when he came to bed. I had no intention of sitting in the lounge all night. But I must have fallen asleep, because when I awoke it was morning, there was a cup of coffee by my bed and Jack was gone. He couldn't have been gone long, as the coffee was still hot. Then I had this vague recollection of Jack waking me and saying something, but I'm pretty slow to wake up in the mornings especially after a late night. Damn!
Furious with myself for not staying awake the night before, I got up and went to work. Not that I really achieved much I was so angry with Jack. I called him at work, but Sally told me he would be out of the office until about three, since he was taking a client and his wife to the airport.
"Oh, is he, and is Sonya going with him?" I asked in as sarcastic a tone of voice as I could muster.
"No, Sonya can't go," Sally answered. "She left for Australia first thing this morning."
"I suppose she will be able to get some sleep on the plane then; I doubt she got much last night." I couldn't resist the dig. But it must have gone completely over the dumb bitch's head.
"Well, I should imagine Sonya is quiet tired," Sally replied. "After all she did have to go with Jack to that dinner last night. Jack was very disappointed you couldn't make it. But as you couldn't Sonya stepped in at the last moment."
I wasn't expecting that. There was Sally telling me that Sonya had gone to the dinner with my husband the night before.
"I would have gone but my mother's in hospital and I had to go and visit her," Sally added.
What bloody next? Now the little cow was telling me she would have liked to go. "I'll bet you would, you little slut," I thought.
"Do you want me to ask Jack to call you when he gets in?" Sally asked.
"If you don't mind, Sally."
"My pleasure, Porsha. Bye."
"You silly little tart," I thought as I put the phone down, "I wonder If you know that Jack banged Sonya last night."
It was about four in the afternoon when Jack finally called me back. I immediately told him we needed to talk about some things. He sounded confused but suggested that we go out for a meal that evening since I hadn't been able to make our anniversary. I was taken completely by surprise as I had forgotten that the previous day had been our wedding anniversary. Although I didn't think that excused him fucking Sonya. I was damn sure that's what he had done after I lost them.
Shortly after I got off the phone to Jack a couple of my staff came in to tell me they had a problem with a contract they were trying to close. They had arranged to meet the clients that evening for a meal where they were hoping to thrash it out amicably. They wondered if I could come along in case things got sticky. I told them that I was going out with my husband that night but if they just happened to go to the same restaurant, they could liaise with me if they wished. It was the best I could do.
Luckily the clients were staying at the Central where Jack and I were eating so that worked out fine. Although I wasn't sure how Jack was going to take it.
When I got home from work I got showered and really made myself up. I was quite pleased with my efforts. I always look good, but that night I was sure I would have every one's attention. Jack was late home and explained that he had been caught up on the phone with a foreign client. I knew that he was always getting calls at strange hours. But in the back of my head I was really wondering whether Jack had stayed late in the office to give Sally her daily ration.
When Jack and I arrived at the hotel there was no sign of my guys. Jack and I were eating our meal by the time they came in. As I thought, Jack was surprised to see them.
"Did you know they were coming here?" he asked.
"Yes, they are having a problem with the contract," I replied. "I thought if they needed any advice I could give it to them. You don't mind, do you?" I could see straight away that Jack did mind.
"Well, I thought you wanted to talk about us, but it looks like your company is more important to you. This is our wedding anniversary dinner even if it is a day late."
"I'm sorry, I forgot. But I've had a lot on my mind lately. Anyway you had a meal booked with clients last night!"
"Not any clients, Porsha. George and Mildred Crowe. If you remember on our first wedding anniversary they just happened to be at the next table and it was their wedding anniversary as well and we celebrated together. They flew in yesterday especially to have a meal with us last night."
"Why the hell didn't you tell me? I would have cancelled my meeting and come. I just forgot the date that's all."
"You really have no idea, have you?" Jack asked. He had lost me again.
"About what?"
"About the way you shouted at me, down the phone when you told me you couldn't make dinner last night, as you had your oh so important late meeting. You nearly bit my bloody head off. That's what I've been telling you for months now. You hardly speak a civil word to me nowadays."
Oh, Christ did I really shout at him on the phone? I know I was angry but I didn't mean to shout at him. I didn't want him to know that I knew about his philandering. Well, not yet anyway.
"I'm really sorry, Jack, but you know that I've nearly got this big deal sorted. Once the contract is signed the pressure will be off."
"No, it won't, Porsha. You take the pressure on yourself. You always have. You have to have everything done your way."
I was getting angry again, Jack was winding me up now and to be honest I didn't have a reply for him. But just then one of my guys came over and asked some inane question. This was my chance. Jack and I had finished eating and we were waiting for our coffees to arrive.
"Will you excuse me a moment, Jack? I'll just go and sort this out for them, I'll be back in a couple of minutes." I didn't give Jack a chance to reply. I jumped up walked over to join my staff and their clients. I thought I would only be a couple of minutes and I would think of a comeback for Jack whilst I was there.
I'm pretty sure Jack was furious because I could see the expression on his face when I looked in his direction. Things didn't quite go as I planned, the two clients deluged me with questions and I somehow lost track of the time. The next time I looked over to our table Jack was no longer there.
The waiter saw me looking and came over to me. He told me Jack had told him to tell me that he would wait in the bar. So I went back to my conversation. We finally shook hands on the deal about eleven-thirty but when I got into the bar there was no sign of Jack. I asked the barman if he had seen him and he gave me our car keys and a note from Jack.
"Porsha, A moment to me is a couple of minutes. You left our table at nine-thirty or there about. I have waited until eleven o'clock. Your work is obviously more important to you than your husband. I've taken a cab home. I hope you haven't drunk too much to drive the car. Jack.
The bastard had left me there. Well, at least he had paid the bill for our meal. I was just about to leave myself when one of the clients, Denis Walker came into the bar. He asked me if I would join him for a drink but I said I had to get home.
"Where's your husband gone?" Denis enquired.
"Home. He got fed-up with waiting for me."
"What a silly man. I can't imagine what he was thinking leaving a beautiful woman like you all alone." Yeah, I know I should have guessed what he was really thinking but I was pissed off big time with Jack. Before I knew it, I was sitting down for a drink with Denis. The rest of the evening was a blur. I had probably drunk too much wine in the restaurant and I'm not sure what I drank in the bar.
The next time I remember anything clearly, I was in Denis's room and we were in each other's arms kissing. When the door suddenly burst open and two rather big guys walked in and without ceremony grabbed hold of Denis. Denis started to protest. But one of the guys said, "Shut your mouth, arsehole, before I shut it for you!" Then a couple of the hotel staff came in and threw all of Denis's stuff into his suitcase. Before I really understood what was going on Denis was bundled out of the room.
A woman appeared whom I recognised as the hotel's manager. "I don't know what kind of relationship you have with my cousin Jack," she said, "but you are not going to cheat on him in my establishment. Now you are obviously too drunk to drive so you had better sleep it off in here. I'll have the maid change the bed. I'm not sure but I think your new friend had a professional in here this afternoon. We normally turn a blind eye to that kind of thing but family is different."
You know, I don't think I said a word during the whole encounter. I just stood there in shock. How the hell had I finished up in this hotel room? And, oh, my god, would I have slept with the guy if we hadn't been disturbed?
Once the maid had left I collapsed on the bed. During the night I must have been sick, I vaguely remember being in the bathroom and rinsing my dress out. When I woke from what I hoped was a bad dream the following morning, I was dismayed to find that I was in that damned hotel room.
Moving slowly, because I had one hell of a hangover, I got up, showered and then got dressed. When I opened the door, one of the big guys from the previous evening was sitting on a chair outside. I realised he was one of the bouncers from the casino next door. Yes! That's when I remembered that Jack had told me that this whole damned complex ... Hotel, Night-club and Casino ... was owned by relatives of his.
The bouncer guy guided me to the service lift. Apparently he had been told that I was to leave by the rear entrance. He told me that the hotel's car would be driving me home as they thought I would probably still be over the blood alcohol limit. When we got to the basement level car park, the bouncer guy left me and a woman took me by the arm and lead me to a limousine with blacked out windows. As she pushed me inside I remembered that Jack's car was out front and asked the woman what I was going to do about it.
"Don't worry about Jack's car, Porsha. We'll get it back to him." Somehow the woman's voice sounded familiar. I looked at her; her face was familiar but couldn't quite place her.
"Do I know you?" I asked
"Christ you always were a stuck up bitch, Porsha. If I'd known how much of a slut you would turn into you never would have got near Jack."
"Who the hell are you?" I demanded. But the woman didn't answer, having pushed me into the back of the car she walked to around to the chauffeur and I heard her tell him my address. Christ, did she think I didn't know where I lived. I could have told him that!
"Right oh, Sheila. It should take me about twenty minutes," the driver replied.
As he pulled away I asked him. "Was that Sheila Mitchell."
"Who? No, that's Mrs. Sheila Williams. She's the assistant day-manager. But come to think of it, I think she was Sheila Mitchell before she got married. There's some old 'employee off the year' photos of her on the wall in the staff room. Do you know her?"
I didn't answer him. Oh, god, Sheila had been my best friend at college. I wonder how many times I'd walked past her in that hotel without noticing her. The more I thought about things, the more I realised Jack had it right. Nothing mattered to me if it wasn't connected to my job. I had no friends outside my work. All the people Jack and I socialised with were Jack's friends, not mine.
Then the thought of what was I going to say to Jack came into my mind. Surely he was going to go ape that I hadn't come home all night. What the hell was he going to think? Oh, god if he had called the Central, had they told him about me being in that room with Denis Walker?
As I walked into the house there was no sign of Jack and the phone was ringing. I picked up the handset. "Jack!"
"No, Porsha, its Stephanie. Where the hell have you been? I've been calling since nine o'clock. Marshall is going bonkers! What the devil happened last night? The boys said the Walker contract was all sown up last night, but this morning Walker called and said it's all off again. What happened?"
My head went into a whirl. "Oh, god, what did they do with Denis Walker after they took him out of that room. God, I hope they never hurt him," I thought. My mind went into damage control mode.
"Do you know where Denis Walker is, Stephanie?"
"He called from the Novatel I think, but I can check with the boys."
"Do so and call me back. I'll go and see whether I can pour some oil and sweet talk him around."
I ran up to the bedroom and changed. I wish I'd not been thinking about that contract so much. If I hadn't been concentrating on it I might have noticed that Jack's clothes were gone from the bedroom.
But as Jack had told me, getting the contract signed was all that I was thinking about. Within ten minutes of getting Steff's call that confirmed Denis Walker was at the Novatel I was on my way there.
As I walked in the main entrance; Greg Marshall was coming out met me. "Porsha! What the hell did you think you were doing last night?" he bellowed at me. "I've got to sack you! Our company does not use prostitution to get business. Do not return to the office. Your personal belongings will be sent on to you together with your final salary cheque."
"But I didn't do anything."
"There's no discussion on this Porsha, Your husband's bully boys frightened the life out of Walker last night. If the newspapers get hold of this god knows what will happen. Luckily I don't think Walker will want to advertise the fact he was thrown out of the Central Hotel. I doubt his wife will appreciate him being caught with someone else's wife in his room in the middle of the night. But the sooner the company distances itself from you, the better. Good-bye, Porsha."
With that Greg Marshall walked away and I stood there trying to come to terms with what had happened in the last 24 hours. Denis Walker came out a couple of minutes later but he wouldn't even talk to me. He just got into a taxi and left.
In a kind of daze, I went back to my car and drove home. Once I got there I realised that I had no one to talk this whole experience over with, besides Jack that is. Knowing that I couldn't tell him everything I called his office anyway, because I needed someone to talk to. She was quite polite about it but Sally told me that Jack wasn't taking calls from me. I tried arguing with her but that got me nowhere.
Ok, I thought to myself. Jack is angry with me; I'd better make a special effort to look good when he gets home tonight. I was sure I could talk him around if I tried hard enough. I was getting out of the shower when I noticed something was wrong. Jack's toiletries weren't on the unit; I suddenly got a very nasty feeling in my stomach and still naked, I went into the bedroom. His bedside clock was missing. Then in panic I looked in his wardrobe; it was almost empty. Jack had left me!
I think I must have fainted because the next thing I knew I was laying on the bed. As things came back to me I started crying. I'm not sure how long I lay there but it was dark when the phone rang and I came out of my daze. Gingerly I picked it up and said hello, hoping it would be Jack.
"Mum, is that you? You sound awful!" It was Mark, my son.
"Um, yes Mark it's me and I'm not feeling on top of the world at the moment."
"What's going on, mother? Dad called earlier and told me you two have separated. Megan and Sarah are here with me and we want to know what is going on. Dad won't tell us. He told us to ask you."
"To be honest, Mark ,I'm not exactly sure myself that I know what's going on. I did something stupid yesterday and everything seems to have collapsed around me."
"Oh!" was all Mark said. But then Megan obviously took the phone from him.



"What did you do, mum? What did you do to make dad leave you?"
I stuttered trying to think of an answer for her
"Oh, god, mum! It wasn't another man, was it? Oh, god, mum, it was, wasn't it! How could you do that?" That is a trait of Megan's. She is very astute and when she's on a roll she will ask and answer the question herself. A little bit like her father really.
"No, Megan, wait! Please, don't go jumping to conclusions. I didn't sleep with anyone, if that's what you're thinking. I just got myself into a compromising situation, that's all, and your father got the wrong idea."
Well, it was the truth. I hadn't actually had sex with Denis Walker. Although just what would have happened if Jack's cousin hadn't stepped in, I don't know.
To put it bluntly, all three of my children gave me a complete dressing down. I didn't think I could feel any worse than I was feeling when that phone had rung, but by the time they'd finished, I felt terrible. Somehow, without actually saying it, they let me know they didn't think I'd been much of a mother to them or a wife to Jack.
Once that phone call was over, I sat there crying again and trying to think what the hell I was going to do. I won't say that the idea of ending it all didn't pass through my mind. But I don't think I was strong enough to actually do it. The idea of making a half-hearted attempt to get myself some sympathy did pass through my mind. But who was going to find me.
I tried calling some of my friends from work, as I really needed a shoulder to cry on. But I soon learnt that I didn't have any friends at work. When I was a winner, they all loved me. Now that it had gone to pot for me they didn't want to know me.
In desperation I called the Central Hotel. Sheila was the only person I could think of who might talk to me. But she wasn't on shift. The girl I spoke to wouldn't give Sheila's number. But I did persuade her to call Sheila and ask her to call me. Thankfully Sheila called me back about twenty minutes later.
I don't remember what I said to her on the phone, I think it just all flowed out but it was enough to persuade her to come round to my house. Sheila walked in and took over like she always used to do when we were young. She cooked me something to eat whilst I told her the story of my life especially the last week. Once I'd eaten Sheila took me into the lounge, settled me down on the sofa and placing a large brandy in front of me. She made a phone call.
"Jack, its Sheila. I'm at your house with Porsha. You had better get your arse over here. There are some things that don't make any sense that you need to sort out." Sheila listened as Jack said something to her then. "Okay, we'll see you in twenty minutes then." ---- "Yes I understand, but you have to listen to what Porsha has been telling me. She's got some weird idea about... Oh, look, she'll tell you herself when you get here." Then Sheila hung up.
"What did he say and how the devil did you know where to find jack?" I asked her.
"Jack's coming over but it sounds to me like he's not in the mood to do much listening. He's very angry with you. Whatever you believe he'd been doing doesn't excuse what you did last night. What the hell did you think you were up to? Getting even or something?"
"Yes. No. Oh, I don't know. I was being horrible to him when I left him sitting on his own after dinner. But when he went home without me, that really pissed me off. Then Denis Walker offered me to buy me drink. I thought just one drink with him wouldn't hurt. Look, Sheila, I don't honestly know how I finished up in that room with him. That was definitely not my intention. I love Jack, you must know that."
"Well, that's not how Jack or the family see it. I think you are going to have a hard job explaining what you were doing in that guy's room at one o'clock in the morning."
"Don't you think I know that? Anyway how did you know where to find Jack? Is he at the Central?"
"No, he's not there. But Jack's family. He's a distant cousin of mine. It's a big family and we all look out for one another. Why do you think they stepped in last night?"
I knew why they acted how they did, but I had no idea that Sheila was related to Jack as well.
"If you're related to Jack, why didn't you come to our wedding?"
"It's damned a big family, Porsha. For all your parents' airs and graces, they could never have afforded a wedding that size. There's bloody hundreds of us. Besides I was at UNI when you got hitched, remember. And when I came back you didn't want to know me."
"Oh, shit, am I that much of a selfish cow? Did I blow you off when you came back?"
"Well, not really. You were married and I was still out having a good time."
Sheila went on to give me the story of her life. Apparently she had tipped her cap at Jack at one time but had lost out to me. Sheila had been married but was now divorced and had been a deputy manager at the hotel for years.
Jack arrived but I really think I had never seen him so angry as he was that night. He stormed in, plonked himself in a chair and said, "Alright, Porsha, you wanted to tell me something. Talk. You've got half an hour!"
I told him about finding him and Sally in his office and about seeing him give Sonya the necklace and my trying to follow them but losing them. And as he never came straight home afterwards I thought he had taken Sonya somewhere. Jack sat stern-faced and didn't say a word. Until I started to talk about the previous evening, when he stopped me.
"I know about last night and I don't want to hear anymore about that, thank you." He spoke in a tone that I had never heard him use before. I think he was fighting to stay in command of his temper. "Will you both come with me, please? This shouldn't take too long to sort out." He added as he left the room and led the way into his home office.
Once in there he looked up phone number and dialled it on the conference phone. I heard Sally answer, then Jack still in his angry voice demanded.
"Sally, who was in the office on Tuesday?"
"Just me, Jack, I was on my own most of the day."
"No one came in at all, all day?"
"Roger popped in between appointments, but he was only there for a little while?"
"About what time was that?"
"Lunchtime why, is there a problem?"
"Sally, when are you two going to stop pussy footing around and get married. And if I ever hear that the pair of you have been having sex in my office again, I'll fire you. Do you understand."
Sally was lost for words for a few minutes and then she started to apologise. But Jack stopped her.
"Sally, my wife called into the office on Tuesday and she thought it was me in there with you."
"Oh, my god! I'm sorry, Jack, I promise it will never happen again."
"Make sure it doesn't. Good night, Sally, and tell Roger to keep his head down. Oh, you'd better say good night to him as well. I know he's there."
Jack broke the connection, then after looking in his diary dialled again. This time a man answered.
"Hi, Ralph. It's Jack. Have you heard from Sonya today?"
"Yes, she called a little while ago. She's doing her best to get over the jet lag, before she meets the clients tomorrow."
"Ralph this isn't going to make much sense to you but would you mind telling my wife what happened the other night when Sonya came to that dinner with me. My wife is under the impression that Sonya and I were misbehaving."
"Sure, Jack, as I remember it you two arrived home at little before eleven. Sonya went straight to bed as she had that early flight. Then you helped me sort out my computer with that message program so Sonya and I could see each other while we talked. Hey, it's quite good. We tried it earlier. After that we had a drink and a chat. Then I drove you home."
"What time was that, Ralph?"
"I'm not too sure. But I got to bed about two. I remember looking at the clock."
"Thanks, Ralph. I think that just about clears everything up. Give my favourite negotiator my love and thank you for lending her to me the other night. It looks possible that I'll be needing her again in the future."
"No problems, Jack. I hope that straightens things out between you and Porsha. I think Sonya will be upset about the misunderstanding."
With that the call ended.
Jack looked at me. "Any questions or do you think I set all that up?"
"I'm sorry, Jack, I jumped to the wrong conclusions. But why did you give Sonya that necklace?"
Jack stood up and started walking to the door. As he did so and without looking at me, he said. "It was our wedding anniversary. I brought you a diamond pendant. I wanted to see what it looked like on a beautiful woman. As I couldn't see it on you I asked Sonya to wear it. It's in your jewellery safe upstairs. Good night."
Just like that, he was gone before I had a chance to say another word. I was stunned for a minute but then I jumped up and chased after him, calling his name. But he was driving away as I got out the front door. I must have fainted again because the next thing I remember I was in the lounge and Sheila was pouring brandy down my throat again. I sat there crying and Sheila tried to make the right kind of noises.
I was a little surprised when the doorbell rang and Sheila let a guy in, who she said was the Hotels doctor. He checked me over, then Sheila and he went into a huddle. For some reason he took a blood sample and then gave me a sedative. I don't remember much after that. When I woke the next day there was some girl I didn't know sitting by my bed. In a foreign accent she told her name was Maria, and that she worked for Sheila who had asked her to stay with me until Sheila could get back from work.
My day was spent in abject misery. But I could only blame myself. I had been very selfish all my life and now I knew it. I knew that I hadn't planned to humiliate Jack at the hotel. But I had done so. I knew that I hadn't planned to sleep with Denis Walker but that's what it must look like I was planning. There was no way that I could think of that would convince anyone otherwise.
I also knew that Jack was expecting our marriage to collapse. Hadn't he told me so no more than a month or so ago. I figured that he was intending to divorce me and I could do little to stop him. My mind went back to the suicide idea but I realised that was the coward's way out and besides, for the time being Maria was watching me like a hawk. Sheila was a better friend to me than I'd ever been to her.
That night the children rang again but really just to touch base. I could hear the anger in their voices as they spoke to me. I can only assume that Jack had been talking to them. I suppose it must have been at his insistence that they called me as they had little to say to me and they were of no comfort to me.
That night Sheila stayed over again. This time she gave me a sleeping pill the doctor had given her for me. That was the routine for the next few days. Maria was there during the day, Sheila and the sleeping pills at night. The children settled into a different one calling me each evening, it seemed to me just to check that I was still alive.
One day a taxi pulled up and Stephanie, my old secretary had brought all my personal things from my office and my severance cheque for many thousands of pounds more than I had expected. But she wouldn't come into the house. She just stood on the doorstep and handed everything over.
I think a week or so went past when Sheila came in one evening and appeared very happy about something. She told me that I had this appointment with Mr. White, the solicitor, today.
So here I am, And shortly I'm going through that door, where I'm sure I'll hear that my marriage is at an end.
End of Part One.
Note - I had planned two alternative endings to this story, but other things have come up. I would like to invite anyone who wishes to write a different ending to do so should they wish. I have left in this part, little clues that were intended for my other ending, that you could pick up and use. If all goes well my ending should be posted tomorrow.
My thanks go to Harddaysknight for not objecting to me steeling his wife abandoning the husband in the restaurant scene, I liked that scene when I read it in "She's a Woman" so much I just had to use it.
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"You rotten bastard! How could you do this to me? This is all your damn fault!" The string of blasphemies coming from my wife's mouth seemed never ending. I have to look back sometime to think just how I came to be in this uncomfortable position that all too many men have found themselves in over the years.
---------------
There I was, along with thousands of other idiots, trying to force my way into the underground station during the rush hour. I'm told there are worse places in the world but London is as bad as I ever want to encounter.
I moved out of the Greater London Area years ago because the place is just too crowded for me. I like the peace and quiet of the West Country where I now live. Mind you, we can get inundated down there during the summer holidays. In the six weeks of the school summer break, I tend to stay clear of my local town.
That day I had been obliged to visit my employer's head office, something I usually avoid if at all possible. But it had been fated by the powers that be; since taking over as manager of our little plant productivity had reached heights it had never reached before. The fact that, unlike our old manager, I left folks to get on with the jobs they knew how to do instead of demanding progress reports every five minutes had not been realised by the pen pushers in head office. Hey, if those guys knew what we were doing with all those little notes they sent us, I'm sure they would have fired me.
Anyway I was forcing my way to the front of the platform when something made me look to my right. Perhaps I was looking to see if a train was coming. But what I saw was a face in the distance and for a moment my heart stopped beating. There in the distance was Sandy. Well I thought it was she. It had been ten years since I'd seen her. I tried to make my way in her direction but a train chose that moment to enter the station and all chance of closing the distance between us went out the window. I could just about see that Sandy had entered the next carriage to the one I was standing by. With the crush there was no chance I would make it to the carriage Sandy had entered so I forced my way into the nearest door.
The doors closed with not a little difficulty and then the train trundled out of the station. Crammed in against the other travellers I could only wish that one of them were Sandy.
--------------
I'd met Sandra first at my primary school. Even then she was the prettiest girl in the class. I'm not saying everybody thought so but I did. Okay, I suppose it was a school-boy crush. Sandra, as everyone used to call her back then, was the first girl I had ever got to know really. My elder brothers teased the local girls relentlessly and I was painted with same brush. Of course Sandra and I were never together in the playground at break times. Little boys who hung around with girls were soon branded as sissies. But in class we inevitably sat together and helped each other with our school work. A right pair of little goody goodies; Sandra and I were always chosen as class monitors for everything that was going on, from giving out the milk to getting out and putting away the sports equipment.
For five years through primary and junior school we were together most of the school days. Oh and we always walked home together, much to my brothers' chagrin. But in our eleventh year the big change came. During the summer that we moved on to our secondary schools Sandra's parents moved house. Not very far, but into a different catchment area. After that summer we went to different schools and it was to be about six years before I was to see her again.
I can tell you now it was a Wednesday evening. Hey, if I looked it up I could tell you the date. Pinner Fair is a one-day event held every year since some king or the other granted a decree allowing it to take place. There are quite a few towns that have one-day fairs all over England. It is a must go experience. Pinner town centre is closed off and all the paraphernalia of the fair is set up in the High Street. Big wheel, Wall of death, roundabouts, the whole damn lot is put up during the night for just one day in operation. The following morning it is all gone.
I had persuaded a quite beautiful girl to go with me. I only wish now I'd gone with my brothers. But at seventeen the old hormones were doing their thing. Anyway I was standing there, my dream date hanging on my arm, by the Wurlitzer waiting to get hung on to like grim death. You know that's why you take girls on the Wurlitzer, so the girls can pretend they're frightened and you can grab them real tight. The girl and me got in ... damn I can't even remember her name now. Anyway as the bloody thing started moving, that face passed in front of me. I knew instantly who it was and I also knew that I wished I were alone. What the girl I was with thought as I twisted my head around trying to place exactly where I'd seen Sandra, I'll never know.
But let's just say I think our date took a downward turn. When the ride slowed down I finally located her. As my date and I got out, I saw Sandra get in another car with her girlfriends. To my companion's disgust we waited until the Wurlitzer stopped again and Sandra got off. There followed a strained conversation, where Sandra and I said "Hi," pretending that the attraction we felt for one another wasn't there. We tried to act like platonic old friends but I fear we didn't make a good job of it.
After Sandra had gone off with her little crowd, my date asked how long I'd been in love with Sandy, as she had became known.
"Sandy, oh she's just an old friend from my primary school days," I told her.
"Yeah, and I'm Brenda bloody Lee. Look if you want to take me to the bus stop I don't mind making my own way home. I'm not daft. I know love when I see it, even if you don't!"
Well, that girl and I searched the fair ground for the rest of the evening but we couldn't locate Sandy and her friends again in the crowd. Needless to say that was my last date with that girl, but I was forever grateful for her foresight and patience. For it was she who told me I was in love with Sandy.
Sandy and my paths weren't to cross again for another couple of years and like before Sandy had just faded to a slightly painful memory. So I had tried not to think of her too much, after my first desperate but unsuccessful attempts to track her down. Back then I wasn't the resourceful guy I am now and finding someone in a city of over six million people isn't easy. Through the phone book I'd tracked down her father. Although he wasn't the easiest guy to talk to, I learned that his wife had walked out on him for another man, year's before and had taken Sandy with her.
Over time I had managed to get the name of Sandy's step-dad out of her father. But by the time I'd tracked him down Sandy's mother had moved on again. And then by the time I'd track her mother down ...she'd reverted to using her maiden name ... Sandy had obviously gotten fed-up with her mother's behaviour and had left home. I thought it could be that Sandy's mother had a drinking problem, as she was as pissed as a newt when I called at her house. She claimed she didn't know where Sandy was but, in the state she was in, I should think she had problems remembering where the bloody door was.
When I returned to the house a few weeks later hoping her mother would be sober enough to tell me where I might find Sandy, the house was empty of furniture and had a for rent sign outside. The owners told me they evicted Sandy's mother for non-payment of rent. All further attempts at tracking her down failed.
Then one night I was at a pub some miles from my home, when once again I saw Sandy's face in the crowd, this time on the dance floor. She was in the arms of some guy and they looked in love with each other. He was all over her and I got bloody jealous. I tried a couple of times to position myself where she would see me but if she did she never showed it. Mind you, I had changed a lot by then. I was what was euphemistically called a hippie. Those of you who are old enough will remember. Long hair, the most ridiculous coloured clothing and beads. Lots of beads, god, I cringe when I think back.
Sometime later I noticed Sandy going outside with a different guy. So I slipped away from my friends and followed her. When I got into the open air there was no sign of Sandy or the guy. I was just turning to go back inside when I noticed movement in a car in the car park. I'm not a voyeur but I had to know. So I walked apparently aimlessly around the car park until I got close to the vehicle. In the dim light I could just about make out the guy, giving Sandy a good seeing to in the back seat.
Now you would think I would have been pretty upset about that but it was back in the sixties. You know, free love and all that. There was no connection between Sandy and me other than a friendship at school. So I think all I had the right to be was jealous, although I found the incident emotionally upsetting. I left the gig immediately and went home. A stupid thing to do actually. With hindsight I would have been better served to have stood by the doorway and waited so that Sandy would see me when she had finished what she was doing and was on her way back inside. Ah, hindsight, if only.
Another year or so passed before our next encounter. It was at a wedding and I was playing best man to a friend of mine. It was quite late in the evening and I was feeling no pain, you get the idea. I really didn't know Sandy was there, as I hadn't laid eyes on her all day. I hadn't seen many people actually; I'd spent most of the day concentrating on the two most gorgeous bridesmaids I'd ever met. It was going on midnight and the party had transferred back to the bride's father's house.
My day's efforts had finally paid off big time and I had somehow got both the little beauties in bed. My first threesome ever! Mind I doubted the girls would remember a thing about it the following day. If it wasn't for Sandy coming in the room to collect her coat, I don't know I would have remembered much myself.
Just what she made of it, when she got an eyeful of one girl riding me like a cowgirl at the same time as the other girl was sitting on my face, I don't know. But surprisingly Sandy recognised me. "Hi, Dave, don't let me disturb you." she said as she picked up her coat. It was a few minutes before it registered to whom the voice belonged. Once it registered, the girl sitting on my face went airmail and landed on the floor. I'm not quite sure what happened to the other girl, as I struggled to get my strides back on so that I could chase after Sandy.
I was too late and I wasn't everyone's favourite best man, because I hadn't stopped long enough to even put a shirt or my shoes back on. Unfortunately the one of the bridesmaid's parents was also at the party; things got just a little strained after that. So once again I went home alone.
There was just one more fleeting encounter with Sandy and that was at my own wedding. As we stood outside the church whilst the photographer took the obligatory pictures, there she was standing in the crowd of onlookers. What the hell could I do? I couldn't very well leave my brand new bride of five minutes to walk over to talk to some girl in the crowd. I somehow don't think it would have been appreciated.
Although looking back it could have been the best move I made that day. You see as I said earlier, it was back in the days of free love but I don't think my new bride quite got the idea that being married was different from being single. To put it bluntly I was soon to find out that she had trouble standing upright and keeping her legs together once she had found someone to pay the bills. Needless to say I didn't pay the bills for long. Within the year the guy who had been my best man was in hospital and I was single again. But, with a conviction for GBH on my record. If you're wondering, they could well have done it at the reception. But, I know for sure that they got together on her bloody hen-night.
I wish the person who told me had spoken up sooner. She was a friend of my ex-wife's and she told me whilst we were in bed together one night. Well, I had to make a point; I tried to work my way through as many of my ex-wife's friends as possible and damn near made it a full house. I know it got right up her nose as she was pregnant at the time. I did smile when the paternity test came back saying there was no way I could be the father. Wrong blood group apparently; there were no DNA tests back then.
--------------
OK, I was in that bloody underground train and Sandy was in the next carriage. At every station I stuck my head out and watched for her to get off but she didn't as far as I could make out. Ounce the crowd started thinning out a bit I went up to the carriage I thought Sandy had got into but she wasn't there. Totally discouraged I changed trains and went back to my hotel for the night. That evening I didn't go and visit my parents as I had planned. I sat in my room and got rat-arsed; getting drunk doesn't solve anything. But it takes the pain out of the heartache. Oh, yeah, if you believe that, you'll believe anything. It just numbs the senses for a while.
Mind you, whilst I was lying in bed nursing my hangover the following morning, I came up with an idea. In big cities people normally only travel during the rush hour if they have to. The main reason they do is to get to and from work and they tend to do that at the same time each day. So four o'clock that afternoon saw me standing at the bottom of the escalator that led down the platform where I'd seen Sandy the previous day. I had my eyes glued to a pair of binoculars that I was using to study every face that travelled down it.
In the end I got lucky. There she was standing on the right-hand side of the escalator so that those people who were in a hurry could pass down to her left. Her right hand was on the moving handrail to steady her. I quickly changed position so that I might see what I needed to see. I had a little difficulty locating her again, but when I did, I was pleased to note that there was no glint of gold on her left hand in which she held her handbag. Sandy was much nearer to me by then. As I lowered the binoculars I saw a look of confusion that rapidly turned into a smile come on her face as she recognised me.
Nothing was said, Sandy just walked off the escalator into my arms.
-----------------
So here I am! Holding Sandy's hand whilst she shouts blasphemies at me. This is the third time we've been through this bloody procedure. Sandy always says it's my fault, but she was in on it as well. I don't mind her shouting at me; I'm told the pain is terrible. I'm just glad that it's her and not me; I've tried suggesting she had a Caesarean this time. But she insisted that it would leave a scar and she would feel self-conscious in her bikini. God, she still is the most beautiful girl I've ever known.
Life goes on
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A door opened and Mr. White came out and asked me to step into his office. He showed me to an armchair to one side of a coffee table whilst he took the chair opposite. He picked up a folder from the table, which he opened and studied for a few moments, then without looking at me began to speak.
"At Mrs. Williams request, I've agreed to act on your behalf, Mrs. Morris. May I call you Porsha?" I nodded. "Good. You may call me Derick if you like. I assume you know I acted for Sheila in her divorce a few years back. I have taken the liberty of contacting Mason & Grant who are acting on behalf of your husband."
This was news to me, as I didn't know Jack had gone so far as engaging a solicitor. I think at this time I still thought I could talk Jack around.
"I have here a letter from Tony Mason. It appears Mr. Morris would like a divorce as soon as possible and they would prefer to settle it quietly. They are hoping you will agree to irreconcilable differences as the official reason for the divorce. Will you accept that or are you going to fight it?"
There was no way I was going to just give up on my marriage just like that. Jack was my husband, I loved him and there was no way I was going to give up that easy. I wanted to stay married to him. Now I had lost my job, I had nothing without him!
"Of course, I'm going to fight it. A divorce is the last thing I want. I would like my husband back but at the moment he won't even talk to me and I haven't the faintest idea where he is living. If he would let me talk to him, I'm sure we could work this thing out."
"Do you really think you can change his mind? From what I've heard, he appears adamant about wanting a divorce."
"I think I can. It was all a terrible misunderstanding really. I'm sure that if he would just sit down and listen to what I have to say, he will realise that I love him and want him back."
"Then we must find something to force him to have a face-to-face meeting with you. Now I've got some reports here that Sheila organised. And I have the outline of the grounds your husband is threatening to use should you contest the divorce."
"It appears that your husband is claiming you went to this Denis Walker's hotel room with the intention of, to put it mildly, breaking you marriage vows. Is that correct?"
"I don't really know how I finished up in that room. The only excuse I can come up with is that I was drunk. There is no way I would have gone there if I was half-way sober."
"Nonetheless you were there and your husband has ample evidence of that. It was one o'clock in the morning and you were so inebriated that you were incapable of driving home. Now you went to the hotel to have a meal with your husband. Is that correct?"
"Yes."
"But for some reason you left your husband sitting alone and joined four other gentlemen, one of whom was this Denis Walker, at another table."
"Yes, two of them were colleagues from my work. They were discussing a contract and they wanted my advice."
"Did your husband object to you leaving him alone?"
"No. Well, he might have. I didn't really give him a chance to object. Unless he made a scene that is."
"You mean you just abandoned him?"
"Well, not really. We were having a disagreement when my colleague came over with a question for me. I thought I would only be a couple of minutes and that would give both Jack and me a chance to cool down. But I'm afraid it took a little longer than I thought it would."
"How long, Porsha? How long did you leave your husband sitting there alone whilst you sat over the other side of the restaurant in the company of four other men?
"You are making me sound awful, like I did it on purpose or something. I thought you are supposed to be on my side?"
"I am, Porsha! I'm trying to make you understand how it's going to look to a judge. Your husband's barrister is going to ask you far more awkward questions than I have. I wouldn't be surprised if your husband doesn't claim mental cruelty. The hint that you were intending to share Walker's bed that night will be all he needs. I think your husband's angle will be that you are away on business trips quite often and his barrister will be suggesting that it is quite possible you have been drunk before. If you get the direction my mind is going in."
"Oh, my god, does he think I make a habit of getting drunk and going to strangers' rooms when I'm away?"
"From what Tony Mason has told me and he has spoken to your husband, I suspect that is exactly what he does think."
"Oh, god, how the hell am I going to convince him otherwise?"
"A good question, Porsha, but that is what you're asking us to do and I doubt that we can. As I see it if we can convince him that you didn't intend to go to that room to have sex with Walker we could be halfway there. Now there's a couple of things we could do and one of them would be to sue Denis Walker for assault. But..."
"Sue Walker for assault. On what could you base that? He didn't threaten me or hit me or anything?"
"No, but Sheila and I believe he might possibly have drugged you and that is assault. Sheila had the foresight to have a doctor take a blood sample from you. It appears there were traces of a commonly used date rape drug in your blood. Not very much, as too many hours had elapsed, there isn't enough for the police to act upon, but enough I think for a civil case. The only problem we have is there were also traces of cocaine in your blood as well. Can you explain that? Are you by any chance a regular user?"
"No, well, yes, really, I have used it now and again. But I'm not addicted to it or anything. I have used it to give myself a little boost, on occasions when I'm feeling low. And I was feeling low that day as I thought Jack was cheating on me. So I took some at lunchtime to give myself a little lift. But I don't use it very often."
"Do you think that may have affected your actions that evening?"
"I don't know. I haven't noticed it having any effect other than making me feel better in the past."
"That is a problem when people take drugs. Often they have little real idea of how much it changes their persona. Cocaine, besides giving you a high, tends to lower the inhibitions and can drastically change the way people act and the things they do. Taking any drug is dangerous, Porsha. That's why they are illegal."
"It's going to make things a little awkward, as we would have to make the blood test available to the court if we were to sue Walker. The defence will make you out to be a drug addict. It's a shame because suing Walker might have gone a long way to changing the way your husband looks at things."
"We have statements from the hotel staff. The barman was pretty sure that Walker interfered with one of your drinks. Although he never actually saw Walker put anything in it, he saw him stirring the drink for no apparent reason. The barman reported his suspicions to the hotel manager and that's why they claim they were watching you. But as you know, your husband is related to the management of that hotel. So why they really reacted as they did and how much of this will stand up in court is somewhat questionable. A good defence lawyer would probably run rings around it. But there is the point that Walker is a convicted sex offender."
"He's what?"
"Oh, yes he was convicted for rape in 1980. He served five years for it. Still that doesn't help us does it? The courts won't know of his previous conviction until after the verdict. I get the nasty feeling by then you would be branded a sex-crazed drug addict. Even if they convicted him. But the choice on going ahead with that one is up to you."
"Porsha, we are in an awkward position here. Your husband wants a divorce and you don't but unless you can talk him out of it, I'm pretty sure he's going to get what he wants. You went up to that room of your own volition. Walker was seen helping you but you were not objecting in any way. The hotel security video recordings show that.
"And there's something else; something else that is driving your husband towards a divorce! When I talked to your husband's solicitor, Tony Mason, you must understand I had to discus the results of the blood test with him. I thought that it might make Mr. Morris see things a little differently. But Tony told me he thought there was something else that your husband was upset about. Can you think what it is?"
"What, besides me being in that room with Walker?"
"Yes, have you any ideas?"
"Well, I made a pretty good job of humiliating him in the restaurant."
"It could be, but I don't think it's that. Tony Mason and I discussed your behaviour that evening. From what I've been told, your husband claims that is normal behaviour for you."
"Oh, Christ, did he say that? Oh, what a bloody stupid bitch I've been!" Derick didn't say anything in reply to my outburst. I think he must have had some sympathy for Jack. I was beginning to think this whole interview was intended to persuade me to give up and give Jack the divorce he was asking for. But I loved Jack and wanted him back where he belonged.
Derick White sat there watching me but saying nothing for a while. I could see he was thinking. "Mrs. Morris, this is not something I should say to you. But I have to advise you as to what I believe is in your best interests. It looks to me like your husband has made his mind up. If you fight this divorce I can see us coming out on the losing side. Especially when it comes to the division of the family assets! You must think of the future. You no longer have your career. From what I've learned I think your interests might best be served if we accept the divorce your husband has asked for and we concentrated our efforts on getting you a good settlement.
"No, I don't want a divorce. I want Jack."
"Porsha, I don't like to have to say it but we can't always have what we want. Sometimes we have to make the best of things. But I would hate to see you lose out financially because you won't accept the fact that you've lost your husband. Porsha, you've driven the man away!"
Now it was my turn to sit and think. Could it be that I had no chance of persuading Jack to come back to me? I realised now that I really had been a selfish bitch. I had been spoilt as a child and getting my own way was natural for me. I had obviously spent my whole life concentrating on me. My wonderful husband and my children had put up with my thoughtless behaviour for years but now their patience had come to an end. My life was a mess and it was my own fault.
"Mr. White, I have been a stupid selfish bitch to my husband and my family. I think I'm beginning to understand now. There is no point in fighting the divorce or in pursuing a case against Denis Walker; that would only stir up more trouble."
"Could you please contact or write a letter to Jack for me. Please tell him that I'm pleading for him to meet me, but only so that I can tell him how sorry I am. Tell him that I will give him the divorce he wants, if he will just meet me in private and let me apologise to him in person. Tell him I love him and that I have never cheated on our marriage vows. If he will give me the chance to apologise to him, I will give him what he wants and then I will go away and never bother him again."
I sat there crying for a while. Derick brought me a cup of tea. Then he sat patiently waiting for me to regain my composure.
"Very well, if you're sure it's what you want Mrs. Morris, I will do as you ask. To be honest I think that is your best option. I will pray that your husband will agree to meet you and that you can persuade him to change his mind."
"I think I see now that I won't change his mind. I've been a selfish fool. If I'd spent just a little time thinking about Jack instead of myself, I wouldn't be in this mess. No, I've got to let Jack go. Perhaps he can find someone who will think of him more than I did."
I left Derick's office feeling defeated. Maria was at the house when I got there. As usual she said little. She was used to me crying all the time by now. But she did try to cheer me up as best she could. That evening after Sheila arrived I thanked her for all she had done to try and help me. I told her I was accepting the fact that I had lost Jack. I thought that Sheila had all along realised I was on a loosing wicket but she hadn't known how to tell me.
That evening I called each of the children in turn, to tell them that I now realised how foolish I had been and that, although I didn't want it, I was going to give Jack the divorce he requested. Mark and Sarah appeared to have decided that was the best thing for everyone and I felt they didn't really want to talk to me. But then I called Megan.
"Megan, I've been doing a lot of thinking in the last week or so. I've never been a good mother to you children or a good wife to your father."
"No, mum, you always did your best."
"I did my best to do what I wanted, you mean. Megan, I've been a very selfish person and I'm sorry. I have always loved you and your father but I concentrated all my efforts on my career and me. I think the home and my family always took second place for me and I'm sorry. I've decided to give your father the divorce he wants and then I'm going away somewhere. I'm not going to keep the house. This house is your father's home. It's somewhere for you children to come home to. So I'll move out and Jack can move back in here. I know he loves the place.
"No, mum, you love that house as well. I don't think it will be the same without you there. Where will you go anyway?"
"I don't know, Megan. Just away. Hopefully I can find somewhere where I won't run the risk of bumping into your father. It would kill me if I see him with another woman."
"I doubt there's any danger of dad finding someone else, mum. He loves you too much for that."
"He did love me, you mean. After twenty years I think I've finally destroyed that love. I've treated him so badly for so long. He warned me some time ago that he was drifting away from me. I think he was telling me he was falling out of love with me."
"If that's how he felt, do you honestly think he would have spent all that money on the pendant? Believe me, mum, dad still loves you."
"You know about the pendant?"
"Yes, I was with dad when he ordered it. That was especially made to go with those earrings he gave you last Christmas."
"I think things have changed since he brought the pendant, Megan. Look, I'm sorry I can't talk any longer or I'm going to break down again. Please remember I love all of my children just as much as I love your father. I've just been too self-centred to show it. When I get settled I'll let you know where I am."
"I love you, mum," was the last thing she said as we hung up. When I looked over at Sheila who had been listening to my conversation with Megan I could see she was crying almost as much as I was.
"So, Porsha, you've made your mind up. Where are you going? Have you thought about that yet?"
"I haven't a clue, Sheila, but I can't stay around here. Once I've seen Jack and told him how sorry I am for how I've behaved towards him, I'm going to go on a holiday somewhere, just to get away and think for a while. I'll have to figure out where I can settle down. Maybe I'll move to the midlands, somewhere close to the children's universities for the time being. I've got a lot of making up to do to them; if I'm living nearby perhaps they will let me. It's a bit late but I want to show them that I've really seen the error of my ways and would like to be part of their lives. I know that Sarah and Mark really hate me."
"I don't think they really do. They are angry and confused at the moment. They see you as the villain who has caused the break-up of their happy home at the moment. I'm sure once the divorce is over and they're used to the idea they will come to accept it. They will soon miss their mother."
"I'm going to have my work cut out, showing them that I've changed. But that's what I'm going to do."
"In the mean time about this trip you're going on, why don't you go on a cruise? Something really nice, like the QE 2 or the Oriana? I went on a cruise after my divorce. Getting pampered and having nothing to worry about was a great way to get over things."
"I really don't want to think about it, Sheila. I'll just slip off somewhere when the time comes."
"Well, you should think about it. I know you would enjoy it."
"I don't think I'm going to be enjoying much for a long time, Sheila. I'm going to bed now, Sheila. It's been a long day; tomorrow I've got to wake up a different person. I hope I can do it."
"Oh, I somehow think you will, Porsha."
"Sheila, thanks for being here for me. I don't know how I would have survived without you."
"Don't talk silly, Porsha, You always were a survivor."
A week later I had the dreaded meeting with Jack and our respective solicitors. First we sat around a conference table and the details of the settlement were sorted out. I insisted that Jack kept the house, I would forgo any equity in it. Our savings and investments were to be divided down the middle, although Jack quietly volunteered to manage our long-term investments until such time that I needed access to the capital. I signed the relevant papers, and then the two legal eagles left us alone.
"Jack, I'm sorry," I said to him as the door closed, "I've always been a selfish bitch. Over the years I've really treated you terribly and I'm truly sorry."
"Porsha......."
"No, Jack, please let me finish before you say anything. If I start crying that will be the end of it. I was originally hoping that I could talk you around and persuade you to take me back. I love you Jack and I always will. But I've realised just how much of a self-centred bitch I've been all our married life. You were right. I should have stayed at home and looked after our children. Where was I when Little Jack got sick? Away negotiating some deal somewhere and I didn't come home until it was nearly too late. What kind of a mother stays to get the contract signed whilst her child is lying in a hospital bed dying?"
"Porsha, I've got something to say to you!"
"No, Jack, please, you've got to let me say this. I know you won't believe me but honestly I don't know how I ended up in that hotel room that night. Jack, I wouldn't knowingly cheat on you. Not matter how I behaved, I really love you and I wouldn't do that to you. But that was the straw that broke the camel's back, wasn't it, Jack? That was the step too far and I realise it now. If that Walker guy did drug me, it doesn't make any difference. I should have been with you that night. I should have gone home with you. But I was being the bitch I am!"
"Look after yourself, Jack. I've lost the only man I'll ever love. I'm going to move to the midlands to be near the children. Perhaps I can persuade them not to hate me too much. Good-bye, Jack, and thank you for being such a wonderful and tolerant husband in the past."
I stood up and made for the door. I had to get out before I broke down.
"Porsha," Jack called out. I turned and he was holding out an envelope. "This is for you; Sheila said you wanted to get away for a while. It's a three month cruise."



"No, Jack, I'll pay my own way from now on."
"Porsha, the ticket is non-returnable. Please take it. Let's remain friends, shall we? It's for two people I thought you might want to take someone with you. Sheila perhaps?"
That did it. "There's only one person I would ever want to share a cruise with, Jack, but I had my chance to do that and I blew it."
I snatched the ticket from Jack's hand, and ran out of the room before he had the chance to say anything more. I didn't stop running until I reached my car where Sheila was waiting for me. I had run out so fast, I had forgotten my coat. When she saw me crying again, Sheila looked a little confused and then she went back into the office for my coat. She was gone quite a long time; I assumed that she'd been talking with Jack. At one time I would have been annoyed about that, but that was the old Porsha. I patiently sat and waited. As Sheila drove me home, I asked her if she had told Jack I was thinking of going away for a while.
She thought for a moment before she said, "Of course I did. I even helped Jack pick that cruise for you. I told you, I went on a cruise after my divorce. Jack agreed with me that you would need to get away from everything for a while. He brought the ticket; it's his parting present to you. I think he's trying to tell you that there are no bad feelings."
"There are bad feelings, Sheila. I have bad feelings about myself. I think I hate myself."
"Well, a few weeks at sea will give you a chance to forgive yourself then, won't it?"
"This ticket is for two, Sheila. Will you come with me?" Sheila was obviously taken by surprise.
"I'll see if I can get the time off, Porsha. But that could be tricky at this time of year."
Another two weeks passed and I boarded the liner at Southampton alone. Sheila could not get the time off. I spent most of the day exploring the great ship. My cabin was a stateroom with every modern conveyance. Strangely Jack had booked a double stateroom but it had a gigantic king-size bed. If Jack had thought Sheila was coming with me; why hadn't he booked a cabin with two single beds? The bathroom and Jacuzzi were luxuries like I'd never expected to see on a ship. I sat in the stateroom and realised I couldn't do this. Three months on my own, I just couldn't face it.
Picking up the phone I asked them to call the Central Hotel for me. They put me through on what must have been a satellite phone because, when Sheila came on the line, she sounded quite funny.
"Sheila, I really can't do this! I'm so lonely. Look, isn't there any way you could come with me. The cabin is gigantic, there's only one bed but it is enormous. It wouldn't be the first time we shared a bed. Couldn't you possibly get some time off and come with me? I need you."
"Take it easy, Porsha; I'll see what I can arrange." Sheila appeared to be stalling. Perhaps she was trying to work out a way to get the time off. "But I doubt I could get to Southampton before you sail. But if I can swing it I suppose I could join the ship in Portugal."
"That would be great. Do you think you could possibly swing it?"
"I'll try. Look, I'll call you back later, okay."
"Thanks, Sheila, You're the best friend I've ever had."
"What about Jack? Wasn't he your best friend?"
"Don't remind me, Sheila. You don't know what you got until you've lost it."
Sheila hung up and I went back to my self-pity.
The hours dragged by as I waited for Sheila's call but it didn't come. I felt the ship began to move so I rushed up on deck to watch the band playing and hear everyone cheering.
People were so happy, throwing streamers and waving to friends on the quay. I watched in silence as the gap between the ship and dock slowly increased. For a fleeting moment I saw myself jumping over the rail and into that cold water. But I managed to bring myself back to reality.
As the ship moved out of Southampton docks, I went down to the dining room for my evening meal. A steward met me and I told him I wished to dine alone, he showed me to a small table. Jack had spared no expense; my stateroom was one of the best and my dining room one of the smaller quiet ones. If the ship had been segregated I would have had the equivalent of a first class ticket. Several other people were eating at the same time as me, although some of them smiled and nodded, I wasn't in the mood to socialise. As I neared the end of my meal the steward came over.
"Mrs. Morris, I've just had a message that your guest has come aboard on the pilot boat. They are waiting in your stateroom for you. Would you like me to ask them to come down?"
I didn't know how she had achieved it but Sheila had done it. That was probably why she hadn't called me back. She hadn't had the time if she had had to rush all the way down to Southampton.
"No, thank you I'll go up," I said to him as I almost ran out of the dining room. The damn lift seemed to take forever. Why is it when you are in a hurry, someone wants to get in or out of the lift on every damn floor?
I forced myself out of the door before it was fully open and ran down the corridor to my cabin throwing the door open I rushed into the empty room. I saw two suitcases lying on the bed and I could hear someone moving about in the bathroom. Going over to it I knocked on the bathroom door. "Sheila, God, am I glad you made it!" I called through the door. "I really think I would have gone mad, spending three months alone on this ship. Would you like some tea? Oh, that's silly of me. You'll want some dinner won't you. I've had mine already but we can go down for yours whenever you're finished in there." I sat myself in one of the armchairs and continued talking nonsense to the closed door but Sheila didn't reply.
Then I suddenly noticed a large brown envelope laying on the coffee table. I picked it up and looked inside. It appeared to have my divorce documents inside. I was still staring at them when the bathroom door opened.
"I hope you're not going to be disappointed but Sheila couldn't make it. Is there any chance that I would do instead?" Jack asked.
I looked at him in shock.
"Well, if you like, I can take those back and register them with the court. But I got the impression you would prefer it if we buried them at sea. Porsha, I had changed my mind about the divorce when I saw the difference in you at that meeting. But you wouldn't let me get a word in edgeways. You're very quiet, Porsha; I hope you haven't had a change of heart."
I couldn't reply because I was crying again. But with joy this time! I stood up and the love of my life took me in his arms.
Life goes on.
My thanks go to Harddaysnight for not objecting to me steeling his wife abandoning the husband in the restaurant scene, I liked that scene in "She's a Woman so I just had to use it.
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Unexpected Visitors
It was a lovely warm summer afternoon. I was sitting outside the Fox & Hounds pub. What passes locally as the centre of entertainment. I was downing my third pint of HSD (Hicks Special Draft), when Malcolm, one of my drinking buddies, suddenly took a deep intake of breath. Which drew my attention to the car that just pulled into the car park. Well, to be honest, it was what had just got out of the car that Malcolm had got all worked up about.
There were two quite beautiful young ladies, obviously twins and maybe eighteen or nineteen years of age, who were escorted by two much older man.
"Lucky bastards, how did a couple of old farts like that get hooked up with those two darlings?" Malcolm commented. "They're old enough to be their fathers!"
As the four crossed the car park, we tried not to make it obvious that we were watching them. The two girls were obviously twins, about five-five maybe five-six tall, with long blonde hair and bodies to die for. I would say one guy was about my age in his mid-forties but was carrying a lot more weight than I am. The other guy was much older, sixties or maybe even seventies.
As they came closer there was something about the two girls that made me feel uncomfortable; you know that déjà vu feeling. I couldn't put my finger on what caused it, but it's a feeling I don't like.
Mary, the barmaid, who was outside collecting the empty glasses, said, "Good afternoon" to them.
The big guy returned her greeting in an accent that told me he came from inner east London. Not a Cockney but not far off. He had a confident swagger about the way he walked that hinted he could handle himself. I thought he might be a bodyguard or could even be a copper.
The two girls said "Hi," to Mary, Their accent instantly informed everyone within earshot that they came from across the pond. Where about's in the States I didn't know and I doubted anyone else who heard them could tell either. We don't see that many Yanks down here in Cornwall.
The big guy stood by the side of the door and gestured with his arm for the old man and the girls to go inside, then he entered after them.
Mary turned to look at me, then said, "Christ Dave, I thought that was your sister at first glance."
"You flatter my family Mary. My sister was never as lovely as that, even on a good day."
Mary smiled then followed the new arrivals inside, to serve them.
I sat and thought, Mary must have seen in their faces the same thing that had made me feel uncomfortable. But I was sure I couldn't see my sister in them. I became aware of Malcolm staring at me.
"She's right you know Dave they do bear a resemblance. Perhaps you're related."
"No bloody chance, Mal, they're Yanks. Now if they were Australian, there could be a chance. I know quite a lot of the family went out there, if you go back far enough. Not exactly of their own volition, either."
Malcolm laughed, as I downed the rest of my pint. As I said the new arrivals had somehow made me feel uncomfortable. So I figured it would be a good time to go home and finish repairing my car.
As I walked up the lane to my cottage the two girls kept returning to my mind. I couldn't put a finger on just what it was about them that made feel so damned uncomfortable.
Once I was home however they were soon forgotten, as I returned to the task of reattaching the gearbox to my LandRover. I had spent the morning replacing the clutch; the struggle I'd had getting the drive-shaft spline engaged is what had driven me down to the pub in the first place.
I was lying under the vehicle on my crawler board, tightening the bolts on the prop-shaft, when I saw the boots approaching. Although from my position I couldn't see to whom they were attached, I somehow knew it was going to be the big guy from down the pub.
"Hello, there." he said. "May I disturb you for a minute or two?"
A kick with my legs sent my head out from under the car and I looked up at him.
"Depends on who you are and what you want?" I replied. "As you can see, I'm a little bit busy down here."
He squatted down so that he was no longer towering over me.
"I'm sorry. My name is Nicholas Bruce and I'm a private enquiry agent. I just would like to ask you a couple of questions. If you don't mind?"
"I'd have put you down as ex-job personally; MET was it?"
"You're observant sir. Yes, twenty-two years on the force. I retired six years ago."
"Go ahead then. Shoot but I'm going to keep on working if you don't mind, and if I don't like your questions, I'll tell you were to go."
"That's fine with me, sir. I'm just doing what I'm paid for. Now would I be correct in assuming I'm talking to David Law?"
"That's correct but I'm normally known as Dave."
"And would you be the same David ... sorry ... Dave Law that was once known as David Laurence and at one time lived in Kingsbury north London?"
"I could be. Why are you asking?
"I've been employed to find a David Laurence who lived in Kingsbury during the late sixties. I'm hoping that you're the man I'm looking for."
"I'd be silly to either confirm or deny if I'm the man whom you're looking for, when I have no idea what this is all about."
"Aye, now, there we both have a problem. You see I don't know what this is about either. I was just employed to try and find, well, you actually. My clients want me to find the answers to three questions. First whether you are alive?"
"What do you think?"
"OK, second whether you are married or have any romantic ties at this time?"
"I don't think I like the way this is going."
"Now hold on a minute, Dave, I can assure you this has no connections to either of your wives or your lottery win. From what I have found out about both your wives, I don't blame you for being cautious."
"You haven't ruled out my first wife's children?"
"You proved they weren't yours at the divorce so you've got nothing to worry about from them."
"Done your bleeding homework, haven't you?"
"Well, I had to. You did do a bloody good job of disappearing. I was running around Spain for nearly two months like a tit in a trance."
"What brought you to Cornwall then?"
"The flowers you have put on your parents grave every year and the fact your sister spends so much time in Padstow."
"She rarely comes near me."
"I know, but I put the two together and that made look down here for you."
"OK. I'm celibate at the moment. I think I've been burnt enough over the years."
"Lastly would you mind meeting my clients, as they wish to talk to you?"
"Tell me, am I right in assuming your clients are the two young ladies, you arrived at the Fox & Hounds with?"
I'd caught him on the back hoof. He obviously had not noticed me sitting outside the Fox and Hounds. Whoever had told him where I lived had not mentioned I'd been there when they arrived.
"This time you're one up on me. Yes, they are my clients. Will you speak to them?"
"What do they want? Do you know?"
"I do but I'm not supposed to. I'd breach my contract if I told you. I do think you would be making a mistake if you do not talk to them. But they insist that if you say no, they will never try to contact you again. Ah, in case you're wondering, I can assure you, they're not after money or anything like that. Now shall I call them and tell them they can come up?"
"No, not yet. If you don't mind I'll get myself cleaned up a little first. You can tell them to come up at five o-clock. I should be able to make myself look civilised by then."
"Okay, Mr. Laurence, I'll bring them here at five."
He began to walk away, then he stopped and turned back to me.
"You made the right choice, sir. I'm sure you won't be sorry."
With that he was through the gate and gone.
I replaced the floor panels in the LR then went into the cottage to get cleaned up.
------------------
Five o'clock on the dot, I saw the car pull up in the lane. The two American girls got out and started walking up my drive. They walked slowly, almost hesitantly, talking with each other.
I opened the door as they got near, and they both stopped and stared at me. Then one turned to the other and said, "I told you it was him." She looked at me, "You were outside the pub when we arrived, weren't you?"
"I was."
"I told Kerry it was you. You look a lot older than you do in our photos. But I knew it was you I saw at the pub."
"Well, ladies this is getting us nowhere. Do you want to come inside and talk or shall we sit in the garden.
"Wherever suits you will do us fine."
"In that case we'll sit outside. Go make yourselves comfortable and I'll bring out some tea."
I could feel them staring at me as I poured the tea. Then I sat back and fixed the two of them with my eyes.
"Okay, girls, what's this all about then?"
"Mr. Laurence, I'm Kerry Parkins and this is my sister Holly."
I must have reacted to the name Holly. Both the girls saw me start.
"Ah, I think you know what I'm going to say next."
"I assume that your mother is one Holly Harbinger," I replied.
That was why these girls looked familiar, the likeness to their mother was obvious once she was brought to mind. Even if it wasn't pronounced.
"Mrs. Holly Parkins, or at least she was. She's divorced now."
"Oh I'm sorry to hear that but I've had a couple of marriages go wrong myself. Can I ask what went wrong with your mother's marriage?"
Holly laughed out loud, then through a grin said.
"Well, if you must know. You did!"
I must have looked confused because Kerry said, "Our father or should I say Mr Parkins suddenly realised that Holly and me looked nothing like him. He was clearing out a cupboard one day and he found some old photographs of mother's. He and mother had a big argument, he was packed and out of the house by the evening."
"Kerry and me were ten at the time and didn't understand what was going on. It was some years after the divorce that we found the photographs. They were of mum and you in London back in the sixties."
"Why would your father leave Holly over some old photographs taken years before? That doesn't make any sense.
"Oh, it does. Mother told us the whole story. Do you remember your time with our mother."
"Of course I do. I was crazy about her."
"Yeah, and from what she tells us, she was crazy about you, as well."
"I don't really think she was; she left me and went back to the States, remember. One of her friends told me she got married soon after she got there. That cut me up pretty badly, I'll tell you."
"Things aren't always as they appear, Dave." A man's voice came from behind me and I turned in my chair to see the old gentleman standing on the edge of my lawn.
"Granddad, you said we could do this," Kerry said with a disappointed tone in her voice.
"Mr. Harbinger, I assume," I said.
"Come on, Dave, it was always Reg to you."
"That was a long time ago, sir. A lot of water has flowed under the bridge since then."
"Come on, Dave. You know that Holly going back to the States was her mother's doing. I told you that at the time."
"As I remember, you did, sir."
"And you can cut out this sir shit."
"Okay, Reg. But to what do I owe this sudden reappearance of the Harbinger clan."
"Your daughters, of course. Can't you see the likeness?"
I looked back at the girls. I could see Holly in them, but no resemblance to me. Then I stared at them. Maybe I could see my fathers nose just creeping through.
"Honestly, Mr Laurence, you're our father," young Holly said.
I looked back at Reg.
"She's telling the truth, Dave. Holly was pregnant when she went home. That's why she got married so quickly."
"Are you trying to tell me that I made Holly pregnant."
"Yep!"
"If that's so. Why did she go running off to the States and marry some guy over there? It shows you what she thought of me then, doesn't it. See, I told you girls, and I'm not likely to accept the responsibility of being your father in a hurry."
"Now, hang on a minute, Dave, things weren't that simple for Holly. Look, girls can you take a walk? I'm gonna have to give Dave the full story and I think it will be better if I told him alone."
The twins didn't want to leave. But after a little more prompting from their grandfather they took a walk.
"Okay, Dave, back in 1970 things weren't easy for Holly. Her Mum and me were breaking up, as you know. Well, her mum had been carrying on with this guy for a year or so. He had a son and Holly's mum had been trying to push the two of them together. She could use them as cover for meeting the guy. Well, Holly and the guy got on all right and used to go out together. That was, until you came on the scene. Holly's mother was furious at Holly for going out with you."
"As I remember, I wasn't her favourite person."
"Yeah, I owe you an apology there. I used to invite you into the house and give you Bourbon just to wind Holly's mother up. It worked fine as well."
We both smiled as we remembered the scenes in his house. Holly's mother giving me the most horrendous of looks and making not too flattering comments about the pair of us.
"Look, Dave, Holly was between a rock and a hard place just before she left. She surely was in love with you but things happened that she felt she couldn't tell you about. She told me all about it and I advised her to tell you but you know what women are like. She felt you wouldn't understand so she chose to go back to the States with her mother."
"You're not making anything clear, Reg."
"Yeah, I know but how can I tell you without upsetting you that Holly was cheating on you."
"Don't you think I realised that Holly was two timing me a long time ago. Christ, she was married within weeks of getting to the States."
"Yeah, that's the trouble, Dave. Things weren't as they appear at first glance. Let me give you the full story." ----------------------------------------------------------------------
Return to the Old Country
Here I am in London again. It's almost twenty years since I left here. I walk out of the arrivals gate and there's a big man standing there holding a board that says 'Harbinger' on it. Dad must have sent him to meet me. One of my daughters has had an accident whilst on holiday in Cornwall. The girls had been staying with dad whilst they went to college over here. But two days ago I had received a message that Kerry had been injured. Nothing too serious, they said, but I should come over.
Nick my driver is weaving through the traffic on the way down to the 'West Country' as he calls it; he says we should be there in about four hours.
I don't remember any big roads like this when I was here last. I remember the cold winters, my mom and dad fighting all the time and I remember him, Dave, the guy that I should have stayed with. But I didn't know that the girls were his. What if they had been Eric's? No, I couldn't do that to Dave. I loved him too much to expect him to accept Eric's children as his own. No, Eric took advantage of me while I was drunk! He deserved all he got.
To be honest he wasn't a bad husband while he lasted. He never had the slightest idea about Dave until he found those photographs. I suppose I should have thrown them away or hidden them better. But I wanted to look at them so often, and dream about what could, no, should have been. Poor Eric saw those photos and knew that Dave was the girls' real father. Why am I saying poor Eric? I was his trophy wife. He tried to get me pregnant at that party. He knew exactly what he was doing when he had sex with me. He just didn't know about Dave.
I wonder where Dave is now and how his life turned out. I know he would have loved the girls. Every time I look at them, they remind me of Dave and the fun we had together. The wonderful way he used to make love to me and the anguished look on his face the day the rubber split.
Dad always told me I should have told Dave all about Eric and the baby, well babies as it turned out. But I couldn't. How could I tell Dave that I was two timing him just to keep my mother happy? How could I tell him that I had gone to that Fourth of July party with Eric and not him? Dave had wanted to take me out that day and I heard the pain in his voice when I told him that I couldn't come. You know, I did the most stupid things when I was young.
"God, I'm sorry Dave."
"Sorry, Madam?"
Oh, god, I must have said that out loud.
"Nothing, Nick. I must have been thinking out loud. Tell me how long before we get there."
"About another half hour, Madam."
"Please drop the Madam bit, Nick. My name's Holly."
"Very well, Mad, er Holly."
"There seems to be a lot of those things around here," I said as we passed the same sort of car that Dave used to drive. He was mad about it and was always fiddling with something on it.
"Oh, the LandRovers. Yeah, they've been making them for years. Kept the same body shape but there's been a few changes under the skin."
"I had a friend once who had one. I couldn't see what the fascination was but he raved about it. Too darned uncomfortable and bumpy most of the time and the noise inside was ridiculous."
"Ah, they've changed a bit since those days. I know a guy who's got one. Well, a couple of them actually. There's one he keeps locked up in a garage for old times' sake, he says."
"Well, I do have some very good memories of the fun we had in that old car."
"Should you be telling me this Mad, ... Holly?"
"Come on, Nick, you were young once, you know."
"Yeah, but I had big ford Zodiac. Much more comfortable."
"Well, you know what I mean then. There's some things we did in that car I will never forget. I wonder if he has?"
"If you don't mind me saying, Holly. No guy is going to forget being in a car with you even if it is a beat up old LandRover."
"Thank you, Nick. I'll take that as a compliment."
"We're here at last!" Nick said as he turned into a lane beside a little country pub.
As we bounced up the lane and I said to Nick that a LandRover would be handy for a road like this. He didn't reply but out of the corner of my eye I thought I saw a smile come on his face.
We pulled into the drive of a lovely little cottage and as Nick opened my door for me my father came out of the house.
We said our hellos and hugged each other, then dad said to Nick, "You made good time, Nick. We weren't expecting you for a couple of hours yet."
"How's my Kerry?" I demanded, getting a little annoyed that dad was making small talk with the driver when I wanted to know about my daughter.
"Kerry's fine. I told you it was nothing serious. She and Holly are down on the beach. It's just at the end of the lane; why don't you take a walk down there and meet them? They should be on they're way back by now?"
"I'll do that, thanks."
"This was confusing. Why had my dad dragged me all the way from Florida, if Kerry wasn't seriously hurt? The airfare must have cost him a fortune.
The lane was no more than a rough track after the cottage and it soon began to slope quite steeply down to the sea. The beach came into view and I could see the twins in the distance walking along the sand. They were with a man; one on either side of him each holding one of his arms. Although they were some way off, there was something about the man that stopped me dead in my tracks. It couldn't be. But it must be! There was the slight limp that I'd always remembered. He told me he got it when he crashed his motorcycle and broke his leg quite badly.



I was crying now and sat myself on the grass beside the lane. I watched them slowly make their way across the beach and then start up the path. They were talking and laughing. I just didn't know what was I going to say to them. My actions had kept them apart. I had kept a father from his girls and the girls from what looked like a loving father.
They were getting closer now and I began to panic. I looked around for somewhere to hide. How could I face them? There was a gap in the bushes that lined the lane and I hid in amongst them.
They were closer now and I could hear their laughter, and Dave's voice. Happy now, not as it had been when I last heard it at the airport the day I left.
By the time they got level with my hiding place, I was shaking like a leaf and trying to stifle my sobs in case they heard me.
"I would have thought you would be happy to see me after all these years Angel, not hide from me."
'Angel', that's it! That's what Dave always used to call me.
"Mother, we know you're in there. We saw you from the beach. Come on out here. We've got a father here who says he can get a marriage licence real quick if you'd like."
My daughters came over, took my hands and pulled me from my hiding place. Ever the gentleman Dave offered me a handkerchief as I got near to him. But as I reached out to take it from him, he grabbed me and took me in his arms.
"Okay, girls, I think I can handle things from here. You go back to the cottage and get the kettle on for some tea. You mother and I have got some serious talking to do."
"But, dad?" The twins said in harmony.
"Do as your father tells you, please, girls," I struggled to say. "How quickly my girls seem to have taken to their father," I thought. "Damn that's just how he swept me off my feet all those years ago."
As the girls left us, Dave pushed me away from him slightly.
"Hey, gorgeous, do you know the difference between sex and conversation?"
"No!" I said, a little confused as to exactly what Dave was asking me.
"Good, that's exactly what you said the last time. You'd better come along with me and we'll have another long conversation."
Damn Dave's sense of humour! That had been his pick up line when he first chatted me up at that bus stop.
"Any chance we can try for boys this time?" he smiled down at me."
"How can you still love me after what I did to you?"
"I never stopped loving you, Angel. I never stopped. But just in case, this time I think I'll hang on to your passport. You ain't getting away again!"
Life goes on.
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A couple of weeks ago HDK posted a story called "Hello Goodbye." I was reading the first page when something came up and I had to leave it. Well, the way the old brain box works meant that whilst I was driving to my appointment I played with the scenario in my head and came up with a very different story to HDK's. As always I must thank my LadyCibelle and Techsan for proof reading and editing this story
*
I can remember the night as if it was yesterday. There I was just sitting watching the local evening news program on the old telly, my wife Penny was sitting over the other side of the room looking at me with a very curious expression on her face. The trouble she had was she just couldn't bring herself to tell me what was on her mind. Why? Well, for two reasons really. One, because I don't think she could believe it herself, and two, because if she did bring the subject up, she knew she was going to open a whole can of worms that she would rather had been kept very tightly closed.
I have to go back a year or so to before that night to when this all started. We'd bought this big old farmhouse out in the country about five or six years earlier. It had had a couple of nice big old stone barns in the yard just right for conversion. We'd lived in the old farmhouse whilst we converted the larger barn into our dream home. Or rather our builders did. Penny and I were just around all the time to make sure we got exactly what we wanted. Then after we'd moved into the barn we had the guys give the farmhouse the once over and, at the same time, they converted the smaller of the barns into a holiday cottage come guest-house.
The idea had been to sell the farmhouse and rent out the holiday cottage during the summer. As it turned out things didn't quite go that way. There's some USAF people stationed at a nearby RAF base and the farmhouse finished up getting rented out to an USAF officer and his family for about a year. He didn't want to buy a house, as he wasn't expecting to stay in England very long. The cash if we had sold, would have been handy. But the Yank offered us a bloody good rent so we let him have it. One of his colleagues rented the holiday cottage also at a good rate. So my Penny and I were happy.
Eighteen months later both of our tenants' tours of duty in England came to an end and they and their nice families - whom Penny and I had gotten along very well with - went home to the States. For some reason we didn't put the house back on the market. We'd been so happy with the income from renting, we thought we would try to rent it out again.
I came home from work one evening, to be met at the door by Penny who had the biggest smile on her face. "I've rented the house!" she grinned at me. "The contracts are all signed and everything!"
Penny had taken me completely by surprise. "What do you mean, you've rented the house?" I demanded. I suppose I must have sounded quite shocked and maybe a little annoyed. "To whom and without me even meeting them? Did you even bother to get a reference?"
The smile faded a little on Penny's face. "Oh, we don't need a reference for these people, Pete, you're never going to believe who they are!"
"Well, who they are doesn't bother me as much as if they can and will pay the bleeding rent on time."
"How about a year up front, in cash? Well, a cheque actually, will that suit you?"
"It sounds a little too good to be true actually. Who the hell are they, millionaires or something?"
"No. Oh, I don't know though. I suppose they might well be, but the TV company's paying the rent for them anyway."
"You're losing me, girl. Who've you rented the bloody house to?"
"Brooke Marsh, the TV newsreader woman and her husband. You know the actor bloke Stephone Walters."
"Christ, Stephone Walters. I thought he got killed a couple of years ago! Don't I remember hearing he had a bad accident on the news, some time back?"
"No, he wasn't killed but he had a really serious accident. He says he's almost completely recovered from it now and he's just as dreamy as he's ever been."
I could see by the silly look that came over Penny's face that she liked the idea of having a film star living in the farmhouse. Why is it that people swoon over these famous people? They are just human beings like the rest of us. Although even I must admit that Stephone Walters is a handsome bastard.
"They were looking for somewhere nice and quiet around here, where Stephone could convalesce as Brooke is going to be presenting a daytime chat show on the telly. They thought this was just the place they looking for. Quiet, private, off the beaten track and far enough from the road that Stephone's fans or the paparazzi, if they hang around outside the gate hoping to see him, won't be too much of a nuisance"
I had to admit, Brooke was one of the sexiest announcers on the telly. I did enjoy watching her read the news. But she hadn't been on the BBC since she had married Stephone. "Oh, bugger, if Brooke's going to be on daytime TV, that means I wont get to see that much of her." Brooke is really something to look at. Hey, what do you expect? I'm a man, aren't I?
"Why would you want to see her on the telly when she'll be living next door? You'll probably see her all the time."
Oh, yeah. I can just see Brooke Marsh and Stephone Walters, mixing with a couple of old fogies like us!"
"I'm sure we'll see a lot of them. They seemed very nice. I told Stephone that you wouldn't mind him using your gym."
"You did what?" When we'd converted the barn, I'd put one room aside that overlooks the swimming pool (I told you it was our dream home) as a gym and fitted the place out with all the latest training gear. No, I'm not a fitness freak. I don't really work out that much but I like to play about with the stuff a bit. You know, it's the macho man bit. I'm one of those people who just didn't put on the weight over the years. Eighteen years after my wedding I could still get into the suit that I'd walked down the aisle in. I'm afraid I can't say the same for Penny though, although she still looks damn good to me. It was for her that I really put the gym in although up until then she hadn't been too enthusiastic about using it.
"Surely you don't object to Stephone using the gym. You hardly ever use it!"
"I don't know," I thought to myself, if Penny's heartthrob uses the bloody gym. Perhaps she'll spend some time in there herself. "No, of course not. It's all right by me. Providing he doesn't hog the bloody place."
"I should imagine he'll only use it during the day when Brooke is at the TV station and you're at work. Although I suppose he'll probably want to use it on the weekends sometimes as well."
Now the more astute of you might be wondering why I was not worried that "Stephone Walters" this so-called Adonis who Penny was so keen on. Was going to be in my house with my wife - who to all intent and purpose, thought the sun shone out of his arse - during the day whilst I was out at the office.
Well, the point is, I'm fifty-two and Penny is fifty-one. Stephone Walters, is nearly half our age or there about. Penny is old enough to be his mother. And from what I'd heard, before he married Brooke, he had hundreds of young women chasing him. What possible interest could he find in a slightly tubby mother of two?
"And remember," Penny was still trying to persuade me that Stephone using the gym was a good idea. "If Brooke comes over with him on the weekends, you'll get to see her in her training gear and swim suit. Hey, maybe she uses a bikini. I'd bet you'd like that, you old perv. I told them they could use the pool whenever they wished."
It looked to me that Penny had presented me with a fait accompli. And she was making plans to enjoy having a couple of famous people as our tenants. I could do nothing but accept the arrangements she had made.
+++++++++++++++
Brooke and Stephone (Christ, where do they get these stupid stage names from? I'll bet he was John Smith or Fred Bloggs on his birth certificate) moved in a few days later. Surprisingly I found they were very nice people. I had somehow gotten the idea that they would be vain or something but - for the most part - they were very normal. Well, that is until Stephone's fans found out where he was living. Then the shit really did hit the fan. (Pun not intended)
I was surprised at the front of some of his fans. They just walked up the drive and stationed themselves outside the front door of the farmhouse. Or in the garden, or the trees, or the bushes by the house. Or even in my bloody garage when it was raining. Anywhere they fancied actually! The bloody newspaper photographers were even worse. Paparazzi, they call them. Jesus, those arseholes were hiding everywhere you could think of and some places you wouldn't.
We had to call the police a few times to have them removed. The problem was solved by having the boundary fence upgraded to a six foot chain link affair and having automatic gates installed, plus a privacy fence around the swimming pool area. Quite an expensive business with all the CCTV and such. Look, you don't look a gift horse in the mouth, as luckily the TV company paid the major proportion of the cost.
I'm not 100% sure Stephone was all that happy with the new security installations though. I had noticed that he appeared to enjoy having the young fans around. He could often be seen outside signing autographs and giving them a little hug. For hug read grope, for I'd noticed he was pretty free with his hands on some of those young girls when he thought no one was looking. I was surprised that Brooke put up with it. But she had either gotten used to it or she had known what to expect when she had married him.
With the new security installations came a surprise that I wasn't expecting. All kinds of so-called celebrities started to turn up on the weekends. You know the sort of people I'm talking about. People who are famous for no other reason than they are famous and have a good publicity agent. Some of them were complete arseholes to be honest. But some were quite pleasant.
I was extremely happy to rent out the holiday cottage to them. At an exorbitant price, once again. Hey, I told you, you don't look a gift horse in the mouth. They did - weather permitting - tend to take over the swimming pool a bit though and the more insensitive (that's the nicest description I can think of) would just stroll into my gym and changing room without a by your bloody leave. I suppose there has to be a downside to everything.
Mind, the children soon started filling up their autograph books and for some reason became very popular with their classmates. Weekend sleepovers became the in-thing. And all kind of local organisations suddenly asked Penny and I to become members of their committees. I think they thought we would be a back door to our famous tenants. You know, we'd get Brooke or Stephone to put in appearances and open fête's and things. Penny and I politely turned them down. I had my work cut out with the Scouts and Penny was helping out the local Brownies.
Anyway most of the time there was just the four of us and the kids on the little estate. If you can call 14 acres of woods and paddocks an estate? The four of us seemed to get on very well and we would be in each other's houses quite few evenings during the week. Brooke and Stephone, as I said, had plenty of parties where the booze flowed plentifully and we made friends with the rich and famous.
Being in Brooke's company was one of my favourite things to do about that time. She is a beautiful looking young woman, in relation to Penny and myself that is. I'm a male of the species and I appreciate looking, and I'll repeat that "looking," at a shapely figure that goes in and out in all the right places. In a swimsuit or bikini, Brooke is most men's dream. But I must add that I love my beautiful wife and would never intentionally do anything to upset her. Not that I'd get the chance anyway. As I've said before, I'm almost twice Brooke's age.
Brooke and Stephone had been living in the farmhouse for just over a month when I first began to notice a few unexpected changes in Penny. Some I was quite happy with but others I wasn't too sure about.
The first thing I noticed was that Penny began to get a little more amorous. Once we'd had the children, Penny had slowed down on the old sexual front. For years now she had never been the one to instigate sex, other than the few times when she'd gotten carried away at a party or something and finished up a little bit tipsy. Don't get me wrong. I'm damn sure Penny had always enjoyed our lovemaking; once she got started there was no stopping her. But she hadn't been in the habit of starting the ball rolling for a few years.
Suddenly her night attire began to change; it got sexier and skimpier, until it got to the point where it was non-existent. And at the slightest hint of sex Penny was straight into top gear, if you get the idea.
Then I began to notice that she was rapidly loosing weight. It was plain to see that she was using the gym a lot more than she used to. I soon found out that she was joining Stephone in the gym everyday for a work out. And there we had a problem because you see I found that I was getting jealous.
Yes, I was very pleased that Penny was doing something about her figure. But the better she looked the more I began to think just how beautiful she was. And with Stephone's fans being kept at arms length so to speak, I just wondered whether Stephone would start to see the beauty in Penny that I had always seen in her as well. Stephone did tend to strike me as an "Any port in a storm" type of guy who had obviously always been used to getting lots of totty.
For a month or so I held my tongue, but then I asked Penny how she was getting along with Stephone. She blushed, which I didn't like, but then she assured me he was the perfect gentleman. Alarm bells really started going off in my head when she said that. If there was one thing I was pretty sure about, it was that Stephone Walters wasn't under any form of classification a gentleman. Gentlemen do not grope young girls!
"You're not getting sweet on Stephone, are you?" I asked, struggling to keep a smile on my face.
"And just what are you suggesting?" Penny demanded.
"Nothing. I wouldn't like you to get too close to him, though. You are my wife."
"What do you think, we're going to have it off in the gym or something whilst you're at work?" Penny said with a slightly sharp tone to her voice.
Whoops, this little conversation definitely wasn't going the way that I had intended. Unfortunately Penny thought I was accusing her of something! Not clever! I thought I'd better poor some soothing oil a bit quickly.
"Don't be silly, Penny. I would never think that! Christ, you're old enough to be Stephone's mother!"
Now that was one hell of a big mistake and I know it now. But I was shooting from the hip at the time. That statement turned out to be just as bad as waving a red rag in front of a bull. But I had said it and I couldn't take it back.
"Humph, so you think I'm an old frump, do you? I'll tell you I can turn more young men's heads than you can the ladies."
At this point in the conversation I should really have kept my big fat mouth firmly shut. But I only realised that afterwards and with hindsight. Penny had taken my inane statement as me telling her she was past it and had turned it back on me. Foolishly I, like any average husband, had to at least come out even in this one.
"For a man of my age, I don't think I look that bad looking. I've kept my figure and if I wanted, I'm sure I would have no trouble in attracting the ladies."
"Well, I'll tell you. If I wanted, I could attract any man I chose!"
Now, to be honest I can't remember exactly how the argument went after that. The whole bloody conversation hadn't gone the way I had intended. I had hoped to gently warn Penny about getting too "friendly" with Stephone and somehow I finished up virtually challenging her to seduce him.
That night and for a few nights after our sex life faltered but not for long. Penny was soon back to the sex bomb she had become since just after Brooke and Stephone moved in. But I was still very worried.
So much so that I made a few little changes to the CCTV system. The camera that overlooked the swimming pool, I adjusted so that I could just about see into the gym with it. And one of the inside intruder cameras I sneakily moved into our bedroom. I had to connect it to the now redundant computer network wiring. I'd had every room in the house wired when it was being converted but things had moved on and I was using a wireless system now. All the camera's were routed to a bloody great PC in my office come study, where once any movement was detected in any of the cameras' field of vision, it was recorded on one of several hard drives.
To be honest I don't think the recordings were ever checked since the day they were put in. Besides me having a little play with the system that is. The whole thing was a complete waste of money really. But then the TV company footed most of the bill. I just took them for everything I could.
Anyway the following evening I slipped into my office whilst Penny was over visiting Brooke and Stephone to check exactly what had gone on that day. I hit fast forward on the yard cam until I saw Stephone come over to my house about one o'clock. He went into the gym and started to work out and Penny soon joined him. For the next hour or so they worked out on the machines and nothing untoward happened. Then Penny apparently went into the kitchen and came out with coffee for both of them, which they took out onto the patio to drink.
After sitting and chatting for some time Penny went indoors for a little while. When she came back out she was wearing her swimming costume and she dived straight into the pool. Shortly after Stephone went into the changing room and came out in his trunks and dived in as well. They swam and fooled about a bit but once again nothing untoward. Once they came out of the pool they lay on separate loungers and sun bathed for a while, then Stephone went back to his working out whilst Penny slept for a little longer. Then she went inside and disappeared.
I switched to the camera I'd put in our bedroom and watched Penny go into the en-suite, where I assume she had a shower. Then she came out and dressed in a pair of cut-off Jeans, a short T-shirt and very little else that I could see. God, did she look good! Then she went back downstairs and out onto the patio again. After some more time lying on the lounger, she went into the gym and stood talking to Stephone for about twenty minutes. Then to my horror both of them went into the house.
Now, silly bugger that I am, I had used the camera that covered the hall, stairs and landing in our bloody bedroom. I frantically checked the other cameras but I couldn't locate them. The lounge and the family rooms were empty and so was the master bedroom. There wasn't a camera in the kitchen so I couldn't see if they were in there. I thought I'd have to rectify that one. But it was a little late by then. An hour later by the timing marks on the recordings they both appeared in the gym again. Stephone worked out some more whilst Penny pottered about in the garden until the children arrived home from school. They are picked up and dropped off at the gate by the school bus every day.
The problem I had was ... just where had Penny and Stephone gone for that hour. I cursed myself for not having more camera's installed inside the house. I wandered around the house checking the two guest bedrooms for any sign that someone had been in them. There was none that I could discern. That night I tried to act as normal as possible but I think Penny sensed that I was not feeling myself.



The following day I called the people who supplied the CCTV system from my office and arranged for them to send me a couple more cameras by an overnight carrier. I didn't get a chance to check the recordings that day as Brooke and Stephone came to dinner and then Stephone and I played snooker until the small hours. I didn't want Penny or him to get any suspicion that I thought they were playing around. If they didn't and my suspicions were wrong and they were innocent, I would definitely have found myself well up to the neck in the brown sticky stuff. Not a place to find yourself when Penny is involved. I know from previous experience!
The cameras arrived at my office on the Friday morning. But that night and for the whole weekend I just didn't get the chance to fit them. Penny or the kids were around me all the time. I needed about an hour in the house alone to install each camera. The opportunity just never came up.
So I had to come up with a plan "B" for the Monday. I settled on the idea of fixing the beds in both of the guest rooms. A simple operation really that involved carefully positioning the duvet that was covered by a bed spread. The odds on someone not disturbing the duvet if they even sat on the bed must have been a million to one. If they got in the bed it was doubtful they would get the duvet or the bedspread back exactly in the same position.
Monday evening, when I came home from work I hit pay dirt. The duvet and bedspread in one of the guest rooms had been disturbed whilst the other hadn't. Now I had to take into account that Penny might have just remade the bed. So I didn't go jumping to conclusions. I just set the bed up again for the next day.
I still didn't get the opportunity to fit the cameras. But I did find time to check the recordings. Every weekday there was about three-quarters to an hour when Penny and Stephone were in the house but I couldn't locate them. The following evening I was convinced the guest bed had been disturbed again. So now what was I going to do?
I didn't bother to fit the other cameras; I knew what was going on. But I didn't know what I was going to do about it. You see, I love Penny and I certainly didn't want to lose her. We're a team and have been together for 26 years. Oh, we haven't been married that long but we've lived together for most of that time. For the first eight years we weren't married and there were a couple of times when we were first together when we had silly arguments and separated for a couple of months at a time. We even dated other people whilst we where apart but we always seemed to finish up together again.
We had a bit of a problem back then, as both of us had been married before. I suppose it could have been a trust thing but I think we were both worried about making another mistake. Once you've been bitten, you're a little dubious about committing yourself again. Penny's and my love for each other isn't and never was that swooning gooey eyed, can't be without teenage stuff. It is more very close friend and confidante thing. The kind of love that is just there and stays there. Now Penny was "playing games" with Stephone. I was quite sure that was what she was doing.
Mind I didn't like the idea and I wasn't going to put up with it. But I didn't want an explosion that would destroy our marriage if I could help it. If I could quietly bring it to an end and make sure it didn't happen again, I would be happy.
Look, let me explain how Penny and I got together. I got married the first time when I was eighteen pushing nineteen. I thought that, in Michelle, I'd found the girl of my dreams. She was a year younger than I was; I have to admit I did know she had a bit of a reputation. But love is blind and I had a father who was what most people thought at that time "rich." Michelle most probably took that into account when she tipped her hat in my direction. We got married and for two and a half years everything in the garden was roses. That was until I found a letter from an abortion clinic. Michelle had had a termination without my knowledge. After the smoke cleared it turned out that she hadn't been sure that I was the father and she hadn't taken any chances. There had been a high probability that baby could have been coloured.
Well, the divorce was an interesting and nasty affair. Michelle was awarded alimony but that didn't last for long as she soon got married to some other stupid jerk. Apparently he caught her in bed with yet another guy in less than a year and for all I know he could still be doing time for manslaughter. The guy Michelle was shagging apparently fell from the sixth floor window of their flat. At least that was her husband's story, according to the newspapers. I somehow don't think the judge saw it the same way.
So feeling not too happy with the world or my life, I kicked around as a bachelor for awhile until I was nearly twenty-six. I was at a party at an old school friend's house one night. One of the other guests was a bloody Neanderthal whom I remembered from school. A complete and utter tosspot who liked to think he was a tough guy. You remember the sort. He bullied all the little kids in school but, when there was a proper punch up going down, he was nowhere to be found.
Anyway the arsehole had this girl with him who, I was informed, was his wife. The way he spoke to her had to be heard to be believed. I suppose the guy was still trying to play the tough guy. But as there were no little kids about, he bullied his wife. I'm not exactly sure what happened, I think Penny - who was his wife - had wanted to go home or something. Anyway she must have said the wrong thing. The Pratt upped and backhanded her right there in front of everyone.
Now sometimes fate plays a hand. I had never liked the arsehole or his bullying ways. I was generally pissed off with the world and as far as I was concerned striking a woman is not only not done, it is definitely not acceptable in my presence. So without more ado, I laid him out. Just like that! One punch. Down he went, out for the count.
When he recovered and with me standing over him and everyone else watching, he apologised to Penny who had said nothing since he had struck her. Then he apologised to me and everyone else at the party, then they left. One of my other friends commented that he thought the prick would kick the shit out Penny when they got home. So thinking I might get an excuse to have another pop at him, I thought I'd follow them home ostensibly with the intention of calling the police if I heard any untoward noises coming from their place. A couple of blokes came with me. Whether to help or to watch the fun, I'm not quite sure.
Anyway Penny's husband didn't wait to get her home. He laid into her in an alleyway just down the road from the party. Well, I laid him out for a second time that evening and someone called the cops. Penny was not in the best condition so she was taken to hospital.
The next day I went to see her and she told me she was frightened stiff of her husband who, as I had guessed, was in the habit of using her as a punch-bag whenever the mood took him. Don't ask me why the women put up with that sort of thing. But Penny wasn't the first or the last woman whom I came across in a similar position. The cops in those days just classed the whole thing as a "domestic" and quietly forgot about it. I'm glad to say the powers that be have had a rethink on that strategy since then.
Penny was terrified of going home so I somehow finished up taking her home to my flat with me. Now don't go getting the wrong idea. I was still playing the knight-errant and Penny had her own room at that time. To cut a long story short, Penny never really moved out again. Not for more than a month or two at a time, anyway.
Over the years our relationship changed from flat owner and house guest, to near brother and sister, to lovers. Eight years later and with our first child on the way we walked down the isle together. And for eighteen years we had been devoted to each other. No, that's a lie; it sounds like we never fight. Of course we've had plenty of bust ups over the years.
We've teased each other and flirted with other people. I'll be honest. I have sailed pretty close to the wind a few of times with some of the ladies down the sports club. Too bloody close a couple of times, but I'm pretty sure Penny doesn't know about either of them though. So fair is fair if Penny was having a little fun I couldn't in all honesty climb too far out of my pram.
So there I was trying to work out what I was going to do about Stephone. I figured that if Mohammed was at the mountain already, the best thing I could do was remove the bloody mountain. So the following weekend I caught Brooke when she was alone.
"Brooke, I don't know how to say this to you," I told her, "but there is a clause in the rental agreement that says if there is a clash of personalities, I can give you thirty days to vacate the property. And that is what I intend to do."
Brooke looked at me, obviously stunned.
"Why, Tim, what the hell has happened? I thought we were all getting on so well together, considering the close proximity of the houses."
"Shall we just say that they are too close together for my comfort."
"Oh, shit, he hasn't, has he? Has Stephone said something to upset you or Penny?"
I thought for a few moments before I put the cat amongst the pigeons. "He's not upsetting Penny. No, Brooke, far from it actually. Let's just say I believe Stephone is keeping her very happy and by doing so he's upsetting me. I would like it if Penny and I were still married when you two move on."
To my amazement a smile came over Brooke's face. I must have looked angry because the smile promptly disappeared again.
"I'm sorry, Tim, but I think have you got it all wrong. Although I suppose Penny could well be being entertained. But if you think that Stephone is fucking her, I can tell you there's no chance of that. But he is very skilled in the art of keeping a woman happy I have to admit. But only to a point!"
"Tim, will you please come into the house and let me explain?" Brooke said as she led me into the lounge. Brooke picked up a video camera, turned it on and placed it on a bookshelf pointing at the pair of us. Looking at the camera and not at me she said. "Tim, what I would like to tell you is a secret that must not become public knowledge. I would like you to promise me on this recording that you will tell no one what I'm going to tell you now. I'm not sure if the recording will stand up in court. But if you divulge to anyone what I'm going to tell you, I'll have my lawyers sue the pants off you. Do you promise?"
I looked at the camera a little confused and then at Brooke. "I promise, Brooke." I said.
"Right, here goes, and I pray that you are a man of your word. There is no way that Stephone is having sexual intercourse with Penny, or anyone else for that matter. You see in that accident Stephone had, he lost the required attributes!"
"Don't make me laugh, Brooke! I've seen that bloody great bulge in his swimming trunks."
"If only, Tim. But all that glitters isn't gold. What you see is all down to some very clever plastic surgeons. It's all apparently there and looks great but I'm afraid nothing works. He has no feeling in it at all. At least none of that type anyway. He can't get it to stand up on its own and there's no way he could fuck anyone with it. Tim, Stephone is completely sterile and has complete erectile dysfunction."
"I don't understand. For erectile dysfunction you can have implants and things fitted. I remember reading about some bloke who had a little pump fitted so he could pump it up. Why hasn't Stephone had one of those fitted?"
"Tim. Shephone's career as an actor has been built on his looks. He's the big Romeo who sweeps the girls off their feet. What do you think would happen if this got out? The tabloids would have a bloody field day. His reputation would be ruined. Now Stephone is a fool but he's not that big a fool. He knows he couldn't trust himself not to try and shag one of his little starlets or one of those pretty little tart fans of his. Just think what one of the little bitches could do to him if they spotted him pumping his bloody cock up. Can you see the headline in the News of the World? No, they all assume Stephone's so much in love with me that he's unmoveable. Because no matter how hard they try, he never rises to the bait. Sorry for the pun."
"Oh! Shit, then, what the hell is he doing with Penny then?"
"Ah now, there's the bloody catch. Stephone does love the ladies and I'm sure that Penny is getting her pleasures from him. Stephone loves to see a woman have an orgasm and he has become an expert at cunnilingus. Christ, what that man does with his tongue is indescribable. But he sure isn't fucking Penny."
"What are you going to do, Tim. Penny is being unfaithful to you in a way, the same way Stephone is being unfaithful to me. Look, if you want us to move out, we will. But I'm asking you, can't we come to some kind of a personal arrangement over this?"
+++++++++
So four months later, Penny and I were watching the last news summary on Brooke's TV show that season. Brooke has just told the world how happy she was that she was three months pregnant. My Penny just didn't know quite what to make of it and I'm trying my best not to have a smirk on my face.
I've found these last few months quite tiring so a rest will be welcome, but Brooke promises me she's coming back for a rematch next year!
Life goes on.
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Nemesis - Fiona
The Wanderer
As always I must thank my LadyCibelle and Techsan for proof reading and editing this story.
"Damn this bloody rush-hour traffic," I thought, as I sat in the queue of cars and buses. All I wanted to do was get home and go to bed. I'd been called away with my two assistants to deal with a major breakdown at one of my company's production plants up north three days ago. After working around the clock, we had finally gotten the line up and running again on Thursday afternoon. The three of us who had gone up to sort out the problem had gotten our heads down in an office for a few hours whilst the workers on the line got back to earning some real money. At about four in the morning, we figured that this time we'd finally cured the problem so we decided to drive home.
I'd dropped one of my assistants off at his house and was now trying to force my way through the morning traffic to drop Ronnie off. But something had brought the traffic almost to a standstill in the High Street. As I got closer to the hold-up I realised that some Pratt had parked on the double yellow lines.
The High Street in our town is quite old and very narrow; just one thoughtlessly parked car can cause all kinds of problems. Especially at that time of day! As I got closer, I noted that the car was one of those bloody great "Shogun's." Mary, my wife Fiona's best friend, drives one of those and I wondered if that was who it was. It was just the kind of ignorant thing Mary would do; I never had been too keen on her. She thought her shit didn't stink.
Then suddenly I became aware of Fiona walking back towards the Shogun from the Pharmacy; carrying one of those little paper bags that they put medicine's in. Fiona went over to the Shogun and after giving some guy, who honked his horn at them, the finger, she got into the front passenger seat and the Shogun drove off.
I was still some distance away and Fiona hadn't apparently seen me but I was bloody curious as to what Fiona and Mary were doing out this early in the morning. I didn't say anything to Ronnie as I was sure he'd have made some stupid comment. After I dropped him at his house, I made my way home.
As I walked in the front door, I got the shock of my life; Fiona walked up to meet me wearing her dressing gown and looking, to the world, like she had just got out of bed. Even her hair was a mess.
"Hi, darling," she said as she put her arms around my neck and kissed me, "I'm assuming you'll want something to eat before you get your head down!"
Now I'm not the smartest guy in the world. But I didn't get off the fucking boat yesterday; somehow I got the feeling that something was just not kosher about my welcome home. Twenty fucking minutes previously, Fiona had been standing in the High Street dressed in a short black skirt and that purple blouse that I always thought she looked so nice in.
Now she was standing in front of me looking for all the world like she'd just crawled out of bed, there were even traces of that bloody skin cream she puts on her face at night. And she had been brushing her tangled hair as I came through the door. Oh, and her mouth tasted of toothpaste. Not unusual I'll grant you; but Fiona is a creature of habit, she brushes her teeth after she has had her morning shower and her hair was still dry, so she couldn't have showered yet.
What to do? That was the question I was asking myself. Do I say something or do I wait and see what develops. Now I spend my life sorting out problems for my employer. I'm the cat's whiskers as far as my bosses were concerned when it comes to solving problems. My method is simple: when a problem comes up, you say and do as little as possible until you really understand what the problem is. Going off half-cocked rarely solves anything. As a matter of fact, it can often make things worse, if you do the wrong thing.
No, you sit back and gather all the information you can before you commit yourself.
"No, don't worry yourself, Fiona. I'll just have a shower and get my head down for a few hours. Then I'll grab something later, on my way into the office. There's a couple of things that I had to drop on Tuesday that I need to get finished before the weekend."
"OK, babe, if you use our on-suite, I'll grab a shower in the guest room."
"Oh, aren't you going to join me? I've missed you the last couple of days. We could have a little fun." I'm not exactly sure why I said that; it could have been that I just wanted to see what Fiona would say.
"You'll be lucky, cowboy. I over-slept a bit this morning and I'm running late as it is. Once you get started, we'll in bed until lunchtime and I've got to get to the office! Don't forget we're going to Mary and Jim's engagement party tonight. I don't want to get there late."
"Don't worry, babe. I haven't got much to finish at the office. I'll probably be home before you are."
I've got to admit I was pleased with myself for my self-control. Inside I was bloody fuming but Fiona hadn't the slightest idea about that. I was pretty damn sure she had been out somewhere with Mary all bloody night and that when I had seen them, they had been on their way home.
Fiona's high-speed change into her robe convinced me that she had most likely not been playing the contented and faithful wife while I had been out of town. Well, at the very least she must have been out all bloody night clubbing it. Not something a wife of eight years should do without her husband's knowledge.
We went to our respective showers, then I crawled into bed. Fiona came in and kissed me before she went off to her office. I lay there trying to get some sleep. But sleep wouldn't come. You know, when you get the idea that the person you trust most in the world is – well, l have to give her the benefit of the doubt, so I'll just say - not behaving as you would like, all sorts of scenarios go through your head. Most of them are very upsetting.
After an hour or so of not getting to sleep, I got up again, made some coffee and cooked myself some breakfast. Which promptly went down the waste disposal unit, as it appeared that for some reason I'd lost my appetite; as well as the ability to sleep.
The pictures of Fiona crossing that pavement and of her standing in the hall in her robe as I'd walked in the door kept going around in my mind. And then there was something else that was very odd; the chemist shop doesn't normally open until nine. How the hell had Fiona managed to buy something at 7:45 AM when I had seen her there. Then I remembered her friend Gemma. Gemma's parents owned that chemist's shop and Gemma had taken over as Pharmacist when she came back from UNI.
It was as I finished washing up my breakfast things that my mind turned in the direction it should really have gone a lot earlier. There on the crockery draining rack was a glass. What was so strange about that? Well, nothing really, but it was there. I'd managed to give myself a bit of a headache thinking about what the hell was going on with Fiona. So I took a couple of aspirins and that glass was just the right size for taking a drink to wash down some pills.
Suddenly I found I was thinking what the bloody hell did Fiona have in that paper bag I'd seen her carrying that morning. What was it that she'd been able to persuade Gemma to open up shop early to give her? What the hell could have been so urgent?
A search of the house was called for. The chemist's bag turned up quite quickly in the paper-for-recycling sack down in the cellar. Fiona really is one for saving the planet, a mistake, I think, on this occasion. But my search of the rest of the house proved fruitless at first.
Then I thought about opening those unpleasant little bags that Fiona, – like most ladies – have reason to deposit in the trash bin for a few days every month. Luckily I didn't have to open and search any of them. The one I was after was conspicuous because it was the only one there. Mind you it would have stood out like sore-thumb anyway, as it appeared to have very little in it. Fiona, you should at least have had the sense to wrap the contents in a towel.
When I opened the bag I found a little cardboard box and the push-out packaging that had contained two Levonelle pills, along with the usual side-effect warning sheet that came with them. For those of you who have not had reason to come across Levonelle pills before, they are more commonly known as "The Morning After Pill."
Well, there it was: Game, Set and Match. The end of my marriage all nicely wrapped up in a little paper pharmacy bag. After all, there is only one reason for taking the morning after pill and if you don't know what that is, boy, are you in trouble! All I had to do now was find out who the hell the other player in Fiona's little game was?
Ah, but the more sceptical of you might ask, "How do you know it wasn't Mary who had taken those bloody Levonelle pills?" Well, one-word covers that question. "Hysterectomy", and Mary's one of those women who loves to tell everyone and anyone about hers. She had some problem (no, I never did listen) when her second child was born. At the drop of a hat she will spend most of the evening going through the gory details.
I've heard the start of that tale so many times I sometimes wonder if she isn't using it as a come-on for the guys. You know the idea - I can fuck until doomsday and never get pregnant again. Thinking about it, I wonder if that's what really happened to her marriage. Maybe her husband caught her playing the field and not the other way around as she tells the tale. It would explain why her ex has the kids.
Convinced that my marriage was soon to become history, I called into the bank on my way to the office and made a couple of subtle changes to our bank accounts. Nothing too drastic but enough for me to know my assets were safe. Luckily the mortgage on our house was in Fiona's name. The mortgage on our cottage in the New Forest was in mine. To be honest I think I was going to finish up with the better end of the deal on that one.
As soon as I got to my office I called the big cheese. For some time he had been trying to talk me into taking over as the manager at the company's plant in Southampton. Really handy for the New Forest is Southampton. That day, I told him I was ready to make the move whenever he liked.
"Good man, Nick. That job is made for you," he said, "But I thought Fiona didn't want to move since she would have to give up her job. Have you persuaded her to change her mind?"
"Not really, Roger. I think Fiona's decided she would like a change of husband. Either that or she's of the opinion I'm the sort of bloke who will put up with her shagging someone else when I'm not around."
I could see that Roger was shaken for a moment and he didn't quite know what to say.
"Oh, Christ, Nick, are you sure? I wouldn't have thought Fiona would do anything like that."
"Neither did I, boss, that's why I married her. But I'm pretty sure some cunt has been shagging the arse off of her whilst I was in Preston this week."
"Bugger, I'm sorry."
"What the fuck are you sorry about? Unless you fucked her that is."
"Don't be bloody stupid, Nick. You know I wouldn't do anything like that. I mean I'm sorry, that I had to send you up there. If I hadn't you would have been home and she probably wouldn't have.... You know."
"Now that's not the way I look at things, Roger. If she cared so little about me that she went off and shagged some Pratt when I wasn't around for a couple of nights, she could do it anytime it took her fancy. Think how many times I have been away in the last couple of years. A dozen, two dozen nights maybe? Every time I've been away she could have been out partying for all I know. All I've got to discover is just who she was partying with last night."
"You appear to be taking this very well, Nick. I think I'd be climbing up the bloody wall if I found out that my wife was cheating."
"Ah now, you see, boss. That's what you pay me for. When the shit hits the fan, I'm cool, calm and collected. I find what's got to be done and do it. But I'll be honest with you on the outside I'm cool and calm, on the inside I'm fucking-well pissed off."
"Well, you keep that cool, Nick, and don't go doing anything stupid. But can I do anything to help you?"
"Just clear a couple of weeks leave for me, and arrange my transfer to Southampton ASAP."
"You're on, Nick, the guy running things down there is on loan from the Salford plant. He can't wait to get back home. Say the word and you're in the chair."
"Shall we say two weeks on Monday? I'll go down now and clear up anything on my desk. What I leave, the boys can handle. Roger, I don't know whom you've got in mind to take over running my department. But I think Ronnie is your best bet. He hasn't been with us as long as some of the others but they all respect his judgement and listen to him."
"Reading from your appraisals of his work, he's in the frame. If you think he's the man for the job, I'll offer it to him. And Nick, you know this position in Southampton gets you a seat on the board, don't you?"
"I sure do boss." I said as I left his office.
The rest of the day I spent clearing up some of the outstanding work on my desk and putting Ronnie in the picture over what remained. I couldn't tell him he was going to be offered my job. But I could make sure he didn't get any unpleasant surprises.
Things took a little longer than I expected and Fiona had gotten home before me.
"I thought you said you'd be home early tonight. I got off at four as I thought you might want to play a little before we went out tonight."
"Sorry, babe I've had some things come up that I didn't expect. Look, babe, there's no time to play now if you want to get to the party on time. I'd better go wash and change."
"We could shower together." Fiona had that naughty look in her eye.
"Not now, babe, there will be plenty of time after the party." I still had no idea about who she had been shagging the night before and I had no intention of catching anything she might have picked up. So sex with Fiona was the last thing on my mind.
On the way to the party I thought I'd see if she had any intention of coming clean and telling me what had happened. I figured that what ever had gone on the previous evening might have been a mistake on her part. Maybe it was something that she regretted now and she might want to clear her conscience.
"How'd it go while I was away?" I asked.
"How did what go?"
"Well, what did you do in the evenings while I was crawling around that bloody factory?"
Whether Fiona had worked out what she was going to say in advance or not, I don't know. But she wasn't caught off guard. I suppose she had taken into account that, although she'd called me during the afternoon on the Thursday and asked how things were going, I could well have called her at home in the evening and gotten no reply.
"Oh, nothing much. When I told Mary you were still stuck up north, she suggested we go for a meal straight from work. Then we went for a drink before she drove me home. I think I over-did the gin and It's a bit. I was dead to the world this morning."
Very well done, Fiona, even if I did say so myself. She covered it all quite nicely. If I had called she could have been out with Mary and when Fiona's had a few, she sleeps like a log; the telephone has no chance of waking her. Now if I hadn't seen her outside the chemists I might have believed her.
"What pub did you go to?"
"The Plough. We had a meal in that little Indian place and then walked back to the Plough. We didn't plan on staying very long but they had the karaoke on last night so we sat and watched it. Poor old Mary couldn't drink much as she was driving. But I'm afraid, I over-did the hard stuff a bit."
All very plausible except that the Plough was the pub they all go to from Fiona and Mary's office. I doubted that they were in the Plough alone. Jim would have definitely been there anyway. Christ, the bugger almost lived in there. But Fiona hadn't mentioned Jim. I figured that Fiona went to that meal with both Jim and Mary and as Fiona hates playing gooseberry, I figured that someone else went along as well. I just had to work out whom?
Mary and Jim's engagement party was a big affair, held in a function room at a hotel on the edge of town. Well, it had to be - that was Jim all over; everything was over the top with Jim. He planned on being the head honcho at the office and he lived like he already was.
Personally I thought that his company would be mad to put Jim in charge. Jim likes his drink a little too much. That's why Mary always did the driving. Jim had lost his driving licence to the dreaded breathalyser.
The party went off very well. The whole place was packed with people from Fiona's company. They are a crowd who likes a lot of socials and parties. This party was more like a company social. Fiona and I had been to so many gatherings with this crowd that I had gotten to know them all pretty well. I thought if I watched closely, somewhere along the way, I was going to spot who Fiona had been with the night before.
Actually it didn't take me very long to pick out the guy that I figured was the most likely candidate. Bruce Campbell had taken over as Fiona's supervisor a few months back and Fiona was always harping on about how she wasn't very keen on him.
But in the past, that had never stopped her from dancing with him. That evening Campbell never came anywhere near Fiona; an unexplained change in behaviour. That was my first clue. My second clue came when I was standing at the bar waiting to be served. Campbell was standing behind me and in the mirror behind the bar, I watched him nudge the guy standing next to him and then smirk in my direction.
Tenuous, I'll admit, but it was enough for me. Now all I had to do was bring the curtain down. I had been socialising with this crowd of arseholes for some years now, so I knew a lot of them. As the evening went on I figured I had to search out one particular guy.
Ralph was a pain in the arse but he was going to be useful to me that evening because he's a guy who can't keep his bloody trap shut. I waited and watched him until I saw him go outside, I assumed for a smoke, so I followed him out. But when I got out on the veranda Ralph was nowhere in sight.
Curious I looked around for him but at first couldn't locate him. Then I heard a giggle come from somewhere. I went over to the balustrade and there below me was Ralph with one of the young secretaries. "Christ, are they all at it in this fucking firm?" I thought. But suddenly a new and better plan formed in my head.
I pulled out my mobile phone, then pretending I was unaware that Ralph and the girl were standing just below me, I made a call to my answering machine at home. The giggling stopped the moment they heard me push the first button on the keypad. Then I had a conversation with myself.
"Hi, Donny, how's it going?"
"No, not to good. I heard the results this afternoon. They reckon it's quite serious but with time and luck they can cure it."
"No, no, it's not as bad as that. It's gonorrhoea! The only trouble is, it's a bloody penicillin- resistant strain. It's gonna take some time to cure it."
"Yeah, some special super strong antibiotic stuff they've got."
"Well, I pity any silly bugger who's been banging her in the last few weeks. Mind, she must have picked it up from one of those arseholes in the first place."
"Fucked if I know how many she's been banging when I'm out of town. I know I wouldn't advise anyone to go near her with a bloody barge pole."
"Well, divorce is the only way out of it that I can see. Would you forgive her if she was your wife and you found out she was fucking anyone and everyone behind your back?"



"I don't know. I should imagine the shit will hit the fan either sometime this evening or tomorrow morning. No, I can't do anything at the moment; we're at a friend of Fiona's, engagement party.
"Right, okay, mate, I'll speak to you tomorrow and let you know how it goes."
I walked back into the function room, hoping that Ralph had overheard everything I had said. If he knew or suspected that Campbell was shagging Fiona, I hoped he would fill in the blanks, put two and two together and come up with five. That's the trouble with nosy gossips - they will make the facts fit the story.
Fiona was sitting with some of her friends chatting, I doubt she had even missed me so I went over to the bar to get another soft drink. I don't drink alcohol when I'm driving.
I watched Ralph and his bit of stuff come back into the hall. The young woman went off to join her friends and they went straight into a little huddle. I assumed that the Dutch whispers had started. Ralph looked around the hall and located Campbell who was dancing with some woman. I watched Ralph circle the dance floor until he got to a point near Campbell from where he, not very subtlety, beckoned to him. But Campbell ignored him.
In the meantime I had managed to locate old man Gordon, the current big cheese at the company. Still watching Ralph I made my way over to him.
"Mr. Gordon."
"Oh, how are you, Nick? How are things going at Vitasound? You know, you would have done well to have taken that job I offered you with us. I'm retiring this year. I think you would have been the ideal candidate for my job."
"I've got a question to ask you, sir. Do you still have that non-fraternisation clause in the company contract?"
Old man Gordon's whole demeanour changed. "Nick, is there a problem I should know about?
"I'd like you to watch Ralph and Bruce Campbell for a moment, sir. I think Ralph is just about to tell Campbell something he is not going to like to hearing."
"Please don't talk in riddles. Nick, if something is going on, I need to know about it."
"At the moment I have no proof sir but I think I'm just about to get some. Would you like to come with me?"
Ralph and Campbell had been talking and I had watched Campbell suddenly draw himself up to his full height and spin around to look at Fiona. All the colour had drained from his face but as he stared at Fiona he began to turn very red. Bad news, alcohol and anger. Not a very good combination. Campbell had begun to walk towards Fiona as I had asked Mr. Gordon to follow me.
We arrived at the table just behind Campbell and he definitely wasn't aware of our presence.
"You fucking little tart!" Campbell shouted at Fiona, "If I've caught the fucking pox off of you, I'll fucking fire you, you little slut."
Fiona had turned bright red and just didn't know what to say.
"Mr. Campbell, do I take it from your statement that you and Mrs Blackie have, have ... er, been fraternising with each other?"
Campbell swung around and saw Mr. Gordon and myself standing there.
"Um, no sir, I was just saying ..." Campbell was trying to think of a cover story.
"From what I just overheard, it sounded to me very much like you were just accusing Mrs. Blackie of infecting you with an STD. There's only one way that can happen Bruce. Do you think I'm bloody stupid or something? I don't need to hear anymore. Not that I needed it, but I've just been reminded that there is non-fraternisation clause in your contract. You and Mrs. Blackie are both married so that invokes that clause. Both of you will be out of job on Monday morning."
"You can't do that!"
"Oh, can't I? Just you watch me. I'm sure quite a few of your colleagues as well as Mr. Blackie here heard your outburst. Take it to a tribunal and they will laugh you out the door."
Mr. Gordon turned to me. "I'm sorry about this, Nick, it must be all very upsetting and embarrassing for you. If I'd suspected anything, I would have taken action sooner."
"I realise that, sir, but I only found out myself today. I think I'm going home now if you don't mind."
As I turned away I saw that Fiona was sitting there with her head buried in her hands, sobbing loudly. The music had stopped and everyone in the place was watching us. I collected my coat and walked out through the hotel lobby.
When I got to my Discovery, I knew I was too hyped-up to drive. Don't you all go thinking that I'm a cold-blooded bastard; the whole day had been an emotional one for me. But I had managed to keep my temper in check. I lent against the car and lit a cigarette, whilst I cooled down a little.
Then I noticed Campbell and his wife came out of the hotel. Well, heard them really, Mrs. C. was giving Campbell a rather large piece of her mind and he was swearing back at her. When Campbell noticed me standing there, he forgot his wife and strode in my direction.
"You, you fucking bastard, you set me up didn't you. I'll fucking kill you, you little wanker."
"Oh, dear," I thought. Campbell, because he was somewhat bigger than me, thought that he had found someone to take his anger out on. His trouble was, Campbell had consumed quite a bit of alcohol that evening where I hadn't consumed any. Well that did give me a little bit of a problem, in that with his senses were somewhat dimmed and he wasn't going to feel the pain as much. So it would take him longer to realise that staying down was his best bet when I put him there. But on the bright side his co-ordination should be crap.
It was. His first punch hit the car door pillar when I side-stepped it. I don't actually think he landed another one anywhere. I caught him with one to the kidneys and a chop to the throat. The fun was over, as Campbell lay on the floor struggling to breathe. His wife walked over and kicked him a couple of times, whilst making disparaging remarks about his parenthood. Then she smiled at me and walked off. I climbed into my Disco and drove home.
Half an hour after I arrived, I heard a taxi pull up outside. A few moments later the doorbell rang; Fiona hadn't taken her keys with her. I toyed with the idea of leaving her outside but thought better of it.
"What the bloody hell did you think you were doing telling everyone I had fucking VD?"
Fiona was using the old 'first to attack will win the argument' technique.
"I didn't tell anyone you had a sexually transmitted disease, Fiona. Can I help it if your colleagues get hold of the wrong end of the stick and make the wrong assumptions? Your boyfriend did sound very upset though. What was he saying about you having given him the clap?
"For you to have done that to him, you had to have been fucking him. How long have you two been playing bunny rabbits, Fiona? And I believe that you've been letting him fuck you bareback, as well, haven't you Fiona? Just what kind of a silly bitch, are you? Did you ever think about what you could catch from him?"
Fiona was just standing there looking at me. Then she lowered her eyes to the floor.
"Well, Fiona, come on. Isn't this about the time you are supposed to tell me it was all my fault. That I mistreated you or I didn't satisfy you in bed or something. You're not answering me, girl. Come tell me why it was my fault that you let that fucking arsehole fuck you?"
"I didn't mean to do it, honestly. It was an accident."
"Some fucking accident. What happened? Did you two just happen to be naked? Then you accidentally walked into one another and Campbell's cock just happened to find its way into your cunt. Don't talk so much fucking crap, Fiona. You went to dinner last night with the Pratt, didn't you?"
"Yes, but you weren't here."
"Oh, fuck here we go, this is where it was my fault. For fuck's sake, girl, you called me to make sure I wasn't going to be home. What kind of a fucking fool do you take me for?"
"No, Nick. I didn't mean it like that. You weren't going to be home and Mary asked me if I wanted to eat with them."
"So you took Campbell along for company."
"Well, you know I don't like playing gooseberry."
"Then after the meal you went to the pub where you had too much to drink and the next thing you remember was waking up in bed with Campbell."
"Yes, that's exactly what happened. It was just like that. I didn't mean to sleep with him. I just had too much to drink. It was an accident, Nick, honestly."
"Bollocks, Fiona. First you've done nothing but moan about Campbell ever since he took over your office. You moaned about him to me because you thought that by doing that, I wouldn't suspect you were attracted to him. Yesterday afternoon he asked you out for a meal. Probably after Jim told him I was out of town. That's why you called me. You didn't want me turning up and catching you. You went to the pub alright but I doubt you stayed that long and you certainly didn't get pie-eyed."
"Don't you think I know how hangovers affect you by now, girl? There was no way you'd have been able to go to work today if you'd been that drunk. No, you planned to go back to Mary and Jim's place and get laid. But tell me how was Jim on the nest? Was he any better than Campbell?"
"What?" Fiona was looking at me wide-eyed now.
"Come on, don't try to tell me you never swapped partners. I saw the look on Mary and Jim's faces when Campbell accused you of giving him VD. They were shitting themselves; they think they've caught it as well, don't they?"
A look of total defeat came over Fiona's face and she slowly sank into a chair.
"You know it all, don't you?"
"I think I know most of it, yes. I don't know how long it's been going on though."
"I'm sorry, Nick. It was just last night honestly. I really don't know what came over me. Is there anyway we can get over this?"
"Oh, I'm already over it. girl. I was this afternoon when I accepted that job I was offered in Southampton. I'll be moving into the cottage tomorrow. If we go for an agreed divorce we should have this all over and done within a couple of months."
"Surely you're not going to divorce me just because I made one silly mistake?"
"Where do you get the one silly mistake, Fiona? You've been lying to me for months when you said you hated Campbell. If you thought you were attracted to him and wanted to stay faithful to me, you could have encouraged me to take the job in Southampton when it first came up. That way you would never have had to see him again. But no, you didn't want to leave your job, you said. But I'm thinking, maybe you didn't want to leave Campbell."
"Now, fucking one guy could be thought of as a mistake. But swapping partners with your friend Mary? Now that's never a mistake. That's called swinging and I don't go in for that. Tell me, I'm just a little curious, has Jim been getting a three-way out of you and Mary in the past, when I've been away?"
"Oh, shit, no. Oh, my god, what have I done to us?"
"Not to us girl, to yourself. You're on your own from here on in. I'm leaving now. I'll be back to pick up my stuff over the weekend. You had better tell Jim that if he sees me coming he had better start running."
"No, please wait, Nick, can't we talk...?" I slammed the door behind me as I walked out of the house.
++++++++++++++++++++
Well, things didn't quite go as smoothly as I would have hoped. Fiona waylaid me when I went back to collect my clothes and personal belongings. We were to have many unnecessary long and protracted discussions around the table at both her and my solicitor's offices during which she repeatedly asked me to change my mind and give her another chance.
During these meetings she was often surprisingly candid about the whole affair and its consequences. Apparently Mr. Gordon called Fiona into his office on the Monday morning and asked her to explain exactly what had occurred. As a result both Jim and Campbell had been dismissed. Although Jim wasn't married, Fiona was and that had been all Mr. Gordon required to act.
Actually Fiona was offered a position with another company within the organisation. I can only suppose they were thinking that as two managers had been involved in the sorry mess, a good lawyer could probably make a case for sexual harassment. Not that I even think that idea crossed Fiona's mind.
At the last meeting we had, both of us signed the papers that would bring our marriage to an end. It would not be necessary for either of use to attend any hearings since the divorce was all down to the paperwork. But, as I said goodbye to Fiona for what I thought would be the last time, she looked at me and said, "Its not good-bye if I can help it, Nick. I'm not giving up the fight that easy. I made a mistake, I know I hurt you very much and I'm sorry. But I pray that one day you will find it in your heart to forgive me. I'll be waiting for that day."
The next six months of my life were really taken up with my new job. I spent many hours getting to know everyone who worked at the site. From the security guards and cleaners to the staff who did the three shifts on the product lines. Of course I didn't remember all their names but they all got to know my face and I could recognise most of them.
I'm not much of a cook so I tended to eat breakfast and lunch in the company cafeteria and take my evening meal in the Foresters, the village pub. It was only a couple of hundred yards from the cottage.
Just as I thought I had settled down to my new life, one of my old neighbours called in to visit me. He and his wife were on holiday on the south coast; they said they thought they would make sure that I was all right. By the time they left I had been informed that Fiona had sold the house but they didn't know where she had moved to.
I really should have been taking notice of what was going on in the village, because when I came home from the office on the following Monday morning there was a removal van outside the little cottage opposite the Foresters.
As I came home from work on the Tuesday evening, the sight of someone standing outside the cottage wearing a black skirt and a purple blouse greeted me. Damn it, Fiona knew I though she looked wonderful in that get up. Every damned evening after that she was standing there and would wave to me as I drove passed. She would still be standing there when I walked down to the pub for my evening meal, although she never embarrassed me by coming in whilst I was there.
Every one in the village had known Fiona and I for years and I was soon to discover Fiona was roping everyone in on her quest. On my arrival in the pub or anywhere else in the village the subject of discussion would soon turn to poor Fiona. Hey not with me, and they never mentioned her by name. No, they would talk her to each other, about how sad and alone she was. But they made damn sure I overheard them.
After months of convincing myself that I wasn't going to let them get at me, I wasn't going to eat my meals elsewhere so I didn't hear them. I was going to show them all I was a man of my convictions. I realised something. It was me who was the poor lonely bugger.
So tonight I'm going to have a meal in the Forester's with Fiona. What is going to happen? I don't really know. I know that I have always loved her. But will I be able to get past what she has done? That's the unanswered question.
Life goes on.



        Eve Gets Out of Her Depth

        Eve picks the wrong guy to have an affair with.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/eve-gets-out-of-her-depth

Title: Eve Gets Out of Her Depth

Author: The Wanderer

Category: Loving Wives

Description: Eve picks the wrong guy to have an affair with.

Tags: cheating wife




I thank LadyCibelle and Techsan for their patience, proof reading, editing skills and of course encouragement
*
Eve Thomas smiled to herself. At last she had done it after so many false starts. In a moment, she would walk through the arrivals gate, to where her soon to be lover would be waiting for her.
It had been a long road to get here. She had met her would-be lover, Peter, when he started to use the same café for lunch about three months ago. Shelly, one of her friends, noticed him first and pointed out to Eve that she had an admirer. Eve turned to look and saw this very handsome man sitting a few tables away. He smiled at Eve. She, taken by surprise, blushed and smiled with embarrassment before turning back to her friends.
Over the next few weeks, he was there every lunchtime, always smiling. Eve felt flattered that this handsome stranger was so obviously attracted to her. Then one day as she sat at her usual table she noticed that there was a vase of flowers on it. When she asked the waitress about them, she was given a note.
My beautiful Eve, I have had to go away for a little while. I hope these flowers will remind you of me. All my love, Peter.
Eve was not sure what to make of it; she had never encouraged or even spoken to Peter but she had been flattered and had returned his smiles whenever their eyes met. Eve had been happily married for the last ten years. She had two lovely children, baby Sam who was five and Toby who was seven. She adored her loving husband, David, and had no intention of spoiling her marriage by having a liaison with anyone. However she enjoyed being flattered by this man's attentions. Quite a few of her friends in the office had had affairs and one night flings. However none of their boyfriends that she had seen had been anything like as handsome as Peter. Eve was gathering a lot of kudos from her colleagues for his attention.
Everyday for the next week as Eve's little group sat down to lunch, the waitress would bring another vase of flowers to the table and hand Eve a note. There would only be a few lines, which would say things like, I am missing seeing your beautiful eyes everyday, or Lunch times are not the same without you. Eve would smile at her friends and put the notes in her bag without letting them know the contents. All her colleagues were convinced that she was having an affair with Peter but Eve kept her own council. She was enjoying her notoriety.
Then one Monday morning a large bouquet of flowers arrived at Eve's desk with a note that simply said, Romanos, 12.30, Love, Peter. All the girls were saying that Romanos was the classiest and most expensive restaurant in the locality. None of them had ever been there. She was so lucky that Peter was taking her to lunch there and not to The Café with them. Eve was of two minds what to do now. She had never intended to get involved with Peter but he had only invited her to lunch and Eve could see no harm in that. It was an innocent lunch. She would go.
Eve had never been to such an impressive restaurant in her life. The Maitre D' escorted her to their table, where Peter was already waiting. Peter stood and, kissing the back of her hand, said, "Thank you for joining me, Eve. I know you only have an hour for lunch so I have taken the liberty of ordering for you to save time."
Eve told him that the girls had said they would cover for her if she were back late.
Eve found Peter to be a very charming person. They talked all through lunch and Peter informed her he had been in the States all last week and enthralled her with stories of the places he visited in his work. She didn't notice that he never actually said where he worked or who for. All too soon for Eve, the lunch was over and Peter said it was time for her to go back to her office before she got into trouble, and asked if she would please have lunch with him again the next day. Eve said she wasn't too sure but Peter mentioned another good restaurant that she had never been to and said that there were no strings attached. He just didn't like eating alone and liked to have a beautiful lady with whom to talk.
Eve was flattered yet again and thought to herself, 'Peter has not made a pass at her. If he continues to act the gentleman, what could be the harm in enjoying her lunch hours?'
So from there it developed. For the next few weeks Peter would take her to lunch two or three times a week at the most expensive restaurants in town. Peter never made a direct pass at her but Eve, without realising it, was slowly falling under his spell. Then one day Peter asked her if she would like to go to a concert as he had been given some tickets but had no one to go with. Eve thought she would enjoy the concert so agreed to go.
Eve really started down the road to cheating on her husband when she told him that first lie by saying she was going to the concert with a friend from work. Her husband had raised no objections saying that classical music wasn't his thing. He would drive them there if she liked but Eve said they were going to go straight from work after having a meal in The Café. Then her friend's husband would drop her home, that way they would save the cost of a baby sitter if he stayed with the children.
Eve and Peter went for a meal before the concert; Eve drank maybe just a little too much wine and had more to drink during the interval in the concert. She was quite relaxed when they came out of the theatre and the next thing she realised they were sitting in Peter's car necking. Peter's hand had found its way inside her dress and was squeezing her breast. Eve was getting carried away and was just beginning to think she wanted Peter to take her, when her cellphone rang.
Eve fished it out of her purse and saw that it was her home number. She then heard her mother's voice.
"We didn't call you earlier because David told me to let you enjoy the concert before I called. So I waited until I was sure it was finished. Your father and I are at your house looking after the baby. Toby fell off his bike and David has taken him to the hospital. We thought you would want to know. David has just called to say Toby is fine and they will be home shortly."
Eve went into a panic as she told Peter what had happened. Peter dropped her at a discreet distance from her house to ensure that no one would see her get out of his car. David arrived home shortly afterwards and carried a sleeping Toby up to his bedroom. When he came down again he told them that Toby only had a few abrasions but nothing to worry about. But things had taken a long time because some of the people in A&E had been involved in a fight. Apparently this man had caught his wife messing around with some guy and the two men got into a fight, the wife had tried to separate them and had finished up getting on the wrong end of one of their fists. The police were in A&E to make sure the two guys did not start up again.
David thought it was quite entertaining and asked, "Why would a good woman want to mess up a good marriage?"
Unfortunately Eve did not see irony of the story.
As her mother and father were preparing to leave, her mother asked, "What was the concert like Eve? And who did you go with?"
"Oh, I really enjoyed it. It's such a shame Dave's not into the classics. I went with Marie, one of the receptionists from work. Her husband doesn't like classical music either. She has been asking round the office for someone to go with her for weeks. There's another concert next week so we might go again if Dave doesn't mind?"
David did not reply to the question, suddenly announced that it had been a long day and he was going to bed. When Eve finally got to bed, David was apparently fast asleep. Eve was feeling very aroused but no matter how much she tried, she couldn't get David interested.
Poor Eve. She had enjoyed her evening and had found the music and her company very arousing. It was a shame that she had been so busy canoodling that she had failed to notice the white estate car parked by the curb when they had come out of the concert hall. She had not noticed the small child asleep on the back seat or the driver of the car watching her and Peter cuddle and kiss as they walked back to his car.
Peter and Eve had been so engrossed in each other that they had not noticed that the car had followed them slowly down the street and stopped behind them as they got into Peter's car and started to make out. They were not aware of the driver making a call on his cellphone that would shortly lead to Eve's phone ringing.
To Eve everything in the garden was roses. She had a nice weekend, she saw her husband off to golf on Saturday morning and she was a little surprised that he never kissed her goodbye. Eve hadn't noticed that he hadn't kissed her since Wednesday. He had gone to work early Thursday and Friday before she was awake.
Monday morning Eve's car would not start so David drove her to work.
It was Monday lunchtime when she met Peter. As he kissed her, she realised, besides kissing the children, that was her first kiss she'd had since she said goodnight to Peter after the concert. She mentioned the fact to Peter.
However he laughed it off by saying, "Good, I don't want you kissing your husband. You should save all your kisses for me."
When David picked her up from work that evening, he told Eve that her car would be off the road for some time because there was major work to be done on the engine. David would have to run her to work and pick her up everyday for a while.
Wednesday evening she had told David that she was going to another concert. Eve had no intention of going to the concert. Peter and Eve planned to go out for a meal then some dancing and then, well, whatever came up.
That was until lunchtime, as Eve walked into The Café to meet Peter. The first person she saw was her father. She thought how lucky she was that she noticed him right away so she went over to sit with him.
"Hi, dad, what you doing here?"
"David said you normally eat in here and he said you were going to the concert tonight. I am taking your mother along as she got so enthusiastic when you were talking about it last week. I thought we could meet you for a meal before we go and your mother and I will drop you home."
Eve's heart nearly stopped. This meant that she would have to go to the concert and she could not go there with Peter. Her parents had very old-fashioned views and if they saw her with any man other than David, all hell would break lose. They would not stand for her breaking her marriage vows.
Eve asked her father to excuse her a moment and walked to the ladies toilet signalling her friend Shelly to follow. Once inside she talked Shelly into going to the concert with her and asked her to explain to Peter why Eve couldn't talk to him. Therefore it was to the concert with Shelly that she went that night.
At the concert, Shelly told Eve that Peter had told her he was going away on business again tomorrow. So he had given Shelly an e-mail address where Eve could get in touch with him.
Thursday evening Eve had to ask David how to send e-mails, although she sometimes used a computer at work. They held no interest for her so she was almost computer illiterate. When Dave asked whom she wanted to e-mail she showed him addresses of some of the girls at work and said that the girls were always talking about e-mailing one another so she thought she would join in their little game.
Unfortunately Eve did not realise that cheating wives, who know little of computers, should never ask their husband to set up an e-mail account for them.
For the next couple of weeks, increasingly more risqué and suggestive e-mails passed back and forth between Eve and Peter. By the end of the second week, they were openly talking about what they were going to do in bed together and even joking about BDSM sessions.
It hadn't occurred to Eve that what used to be a regular sex life with her husband had come to a complete standstill. If she had stopped thinking of Peter for just one moment, she might have noticed that her once loving husband hardly spoke to her and never kissed her any more. But Eve was too wrapped up in her thoughts of Peter.
When Peter asked her to come to Paris for a romantic weekend she jumped at the chance. She broached the subject with David, telling him that some of the girls in the office had booked the weekend but one of them had to drop out because her father was in hospital.
David said that if she wanted to go to Paris, who was he to stop her? She was a big girl and could make up her own mind about what she did. She thanked him and went to give him a kiss but he turned away before she could do so and went out into the garden. Eve got on the computer and e-mailed Peter that she was coming. She asked him all kinds of questions. Where were they going to stay? Where would they go ... besides bed that is? Peter sent her a detailed itinerary of what they were going to do, both in and out of the bedroom.
On Friday afternoon, David and the children had driven her to the station to catch the train to Gatwick airport. David had enquired where the other girls were. Eve told him they all lived in Brighton so she would meet them at the airport. As her train began to move away, David called out something that she didn't catch the end of. She thought he said, "Its not too late." However she lost the rest of it. Eve tried to call David on her cellphone but Dave's went straight to answer-phone. He must have had it turned off.
Then she was walking through the arrivals gate and standing there was Peter. Eve threw her arms around him and said, "At last we are together." They kissed and walked outside to catch a taxi. On the way to the hotel, Peter again outlined their agenda. First a couple of hours in their luxury suite. Then a Café followed by the ballet. Eve's head was spinning.
When they got to the Hotel, Peter went to the desk to check in, Eve was standing nearby looking around at the plush interior, when suddenly she was aware that a man standing beside her was talking to her.
"Madam Yvette Thomas?" he repeated.
"Yes."
"I have a package for you. Will you sign here please."
Eve took the offered pen and began to sign as she noted that clipped on his board was a photograph of her. The man must have used it to identify her by. Eve began to get an uneasy feeling in her stomach as the courier gave her a large brown envelope that had her name on it. Eve looked at the envelope for a few seconds and then tore it open. Inside she found a large photograph of David and the children. They were holding a sign that read, GOODBYE and on the back of the photograph Toby had scrawled, Why, mummy?
The enormity of her situation suddenly hit Eve and she began to cry. David knew that she had not come to Paris with the girls and he must know about Peter.
Peter, having finished checking in, turned to her and seeing her crying asked her what was wrong.
"My husband knows about you and what we were going to do here."
"So what if he knows? He's in London and we're here in Paris. What's he going to do about it?"
"Divorce me. That's what he's going to do."
"Look, Eve, he was bound to find out sometime. Husbands always do. He has just found out a little earlier than we expected and we mustn't let that spoil our weekend. Let's get up to our room and enjoy ourselves for a little while. We've only got an hour or so before dinner."
It finally dawned on Eve. Peter's only interest in her was getting her into bed. The fact that her marriage to the man she loved was most likely over did not worry Peter in the slightest. He just wanted to shag her and do all those other things he had written in the e-mails about. She finally realised Peter had set out to seduce her and cared nothing for what the consequences would be for her.
Peter once again asked her to come up to their room. When she refused, he quietly and surreptitiously grabbed hold of her arm, twisting it up behind her back, kissing her deeply on the lips to quiet her. He then whispered in her ear,
"Listen, you little fucking bitch, I have spent months and a large amount of money getting you here, now my friends and I are going to get our money's worth. You are going to come with me now. The more you resist, the more you will regret it later."
Holding her arm tightly he marched her over and into a lift. People were looking at them because Eve was making quite a lot of noise. However Peter calmly smiled and called out something in French and that made everyone laugh. The porter carrying their bags was already in the lift and she saw him press the button for the sixth floor.
Eve realised she was in real trouble now. How could she have been so stupid? She knew nothing of this man. He was dragging her up to a room were he intended to rape her. No, not just him. He had just mentioned his friends which must mean she was going to be raped by other men besides Peter.
As the lift doors began to close, four large men stepped inside. "Oh, my god," thought Eve, "Are these his friends? Five of them, please, someone help me?"
As the lift began to ascend, things began to happen so bewilderingly quickly that Eve could not recall the chain of events. She was suddenly aware that Peter was no longer holding her arm. He was lying on the floor apparently unconscious.
One of the big men was now holding her but a lot more gently than Peter had. She heard one of the men telling the porter who was carrying the suite cases to keep quiet and to come with them. The lift stopped and she felt herself bundled out of one lift and into another. The doors closed and the lift started moving down instead of up. Eve was terrified because these obviously weren't Peter's friends. What was going to happen to her now?
She began to cry out but stopped when she heard one of the men say, "Shut up, you stupid slut. Why the fuck he bothered to send us after you, I'll never know. If you were my wife, I'd have left you to be the whore that prick intended to make you. Now shut the fuck up. We don't need any trouble with the frog police!"
The lift stopped in the basement car park. Eve was pulled out of the lift and shoved into the back of a car that was waiting and one of the men said something to the driver. As the car pulled away, Eve looked at her saviours through the rear window and realised that she recognised two of them. She recalled that she had seen them talking with Dave at his firm's Christmas party. She thanked her lucky stars that she had such a wonderful husband and then started crying again.
When they got to the airport, the driver produced her bag from the boot and gave her a ticket to London. Then she was alone! Eve got on the next available flight back to England.
Eve arrived back home by taxi to find the house in darkness, her car parked on the drive and there was an estate agent's 'For Sale' sign in the front garden. She walked up to the door but her key would not fit in the lock. Then she noticed an envelope under her car's windscreen wiper. It contained a note. Eve got into her car before she read it.
"Eve, You won't get into the house, the locks have been changed. Your clothes are at your mothers. The children and I have gone away on holiday. When the house is sold you will get your fair share. If you wish, you can give your share of it to your pimp, Peterson. That's what whores normally do."
The note was unsigned, but Eve knew whom it was from.
Eve sat in her car and cried for awhile, then drove over to her mother's house. Her father opened the door and called over his shoulder.
"Mother, our little slut has come home. Should I let her in?"
"You had better bring the stupid little cow in here. I think she needs to know just how stupid and lucky she has been."



As Eve sat down, her mother told her father, "You better give Eve some of that brandy."
Then she started, "David has told us everything. You were stupid enough to take a good and patient man for a fool. Someone in your office told him that this man Peterson was after your nickers before you had even spoken to him. Dave tried to warn you by talking about people he knew that were getting divorced because the wife was seduced."
Eve thought back and remembered that conversation. She had agreed with Dave that all a man could do was divorce his wife after she committed adultery. Why had she not realised that Dave was warning her?
"Dave was aware of all your lunch dates. You will see from the contents of that folder on the table that Dave was aware of every meeting you had with Peterson."
"Why didn't he stop me then? If he had stopped me then, none of this would have happened."
"Eve," her father came in at that point, "if Dave had stopped you, what would you have done? Been more careful so that Dave could not catch you with your next boyfriend? Dave didn't want that kind of heartache. He was convinced you would see the error of your ways and come back to him before it was too late."
"Dave watched you and Peterson come out of that first concert. He called your father and got me to call you on the pretence that he was short of credit on his phone. He knew that you would come home straight away when you heard Toby had been hurt. That same evening, Dave sat there and talked about the fight over the adulterous wife at he hospital and you still didn't catch on. But your father did. And that's why he took me to the concert the next Wednesday."
"Dad, if you knew, why didn't you stop me?"
"I wasn't sure what was going on. However I knew David was upset about something and if you'd noticed the look he gave you when you said you going to another concert, you would have turned to stone. When I saw you come into The Café that lunchtime, I knew what you were up to. And I saw how you looked at that man Peterson so I knew who he was."
"Why do you keep calling him Peterson? His name Is Peter Watts."
"I think you had better take a good look through that folder, girl. Dave left it for you. He thought you might like to know just whom you were sharing your bed with. I've read it and it's frightening that a man like that is on the streets."
Eve picked up the folder opened it and pulled out the sheath of A4 papers. The top sheet was a photocopy of a police mug shot labelled "Lars Peterson." Below the picture someone had written: -
Lars Peterson AKA Peter Watts, John Paterson, John Watts.
History: - Drug smuggling, Pimp, Mule Runner.
Possibly involved in two suspicious deaths in Sweden and one in Germany.
Wanted for questioning about the disappearances of several women that have been associated with him by the MET. Interpol can find no trace of them. It's believed he could be involved in a high price prostitution ring running out of Paris.
A woman acting as a mule died in the US and the FBI has linked Peterson with her.
There are outstanding arrest warrants issued by the FBI, as well as Germany, Holland, and France.
Last known location - London 10 days ago. He skipped shortly before the police could arrest him. Now believed to be in France or Spain. The Dutch authorities have issued European Warrant for drug smuggling, so he can be arrested on sight.
Dave, as you have asked for a copy of this report, I can only assume you have come across our Mr. Lars Peterson somewhere. Any help in locating him would be appreciated. Feel free to call should you need any assistance.
Eve had a quick look at the rest of the papers. Some were lists of all the lunch dates she had with Peter, giving time and place, what they had eaten and even the cost of the bill. The rest were printouts of all her e-mails to Peter and his replies. Assuming her parents had read them, she felt sick.
Eve looked up from the papers at her father, her face showing confusion.
"How did you come by all this?" she asked.
"We didn't, Dave had it. He only got the police report last week. If he had received it earlier, he would have stopped Peterson straight away. He thinks it was his enquiries that informed the police Peterson was back in England. He gave the file to us last night when we dropped him and children at the airport to catch their plane. He said he didn't know if or when you would show up. But when you did we were to give it to you."
"Where has he taken my children? Do you know?"
"Of course your father and I know. But Dave would only tell us where they were going, after we had promised that we would not to tell you. And after the way you have behaved, we are going to keep that promise. We want to be involved in our grand-children's lives, even if you don't. Dave could well have gone off and told us nothing, However after he had taken you to the station he was considerate enough to come here and see us. He told us all about what you had been up to and what you had intended to do in Paris. Dave even told us that he had the police and some of his friends following you. The police where only interested in Peterson. Dave's friends were there to get you out if it looked like you were in any danger. His friend called us last night and told us they had been forced to get violent with that Peterson man. The British police had informed the French authorities of his location but could not do anything until the French police got there. When they thought you were no longer with him of your own free will, they had decided to act. Dave's people, with the help of the British officers, got you out. You might like to know that your lover boy is now in a Paris jail."
Eve began crying again. She curled up into a ball on the sofa and cried herself to sleep. Her parents, who were relieved that she had not been injured, said nothing more to her that night and took themselves to bed, her father sending a quick text message on his cellphone before he went to sleep.
It was late Saturday morning when Eve awoke to the sounds and smells of breakfast being prepared. Eve went into the kitchen where her father looked up from his newspaper and told her that Dave had booked and paid for a room with full board, for a month, at the Crown Hotel for her to use. "Dave said that you would be able to walk to work from there. You can use the month to find a flat."
Eve was taken aback.
"I thought that you and mum would let me stay here."
"Well, to tell you the truth, your brother and sister have already said that they do not wish to see you anymore. And if you were to move in here, they would not bring the grandchildren to visit us."
"Well, that's bloody marvellous," Eve retorted. "My husband abandons me and takes my children away and my own siblings disown me."
"What the hell are you talking about? Dave didn't leave you. You left him. And going by what that police report said, if it had not been for the men Dave sent to look after you, you might not have been able to come back. You have broken the heart of a wonderful man, He did everything he could to get you to realise what you were doing."
"He could have told me he knew what I was doing."
"And what would he achieve by that? You might have stopped your affair. But he would never have been able to trust you. He would have to watch you all the time waiting for the next man to take your fancy. That's no way to run a marriage!"
Her farther turned back to his paper. As far as he was concerned the conversation was over.
"But what am I going to do? I love my husband and my children. I want them back. I want my life back. Oh, God, what am I going to do?"
Eve's mother turned from the sink where she was washing the breakfast dishes.
"You have made your bed, now you must lie in it, girl. You must realise that Dave is still deeply in love with you. That is why he has done so much to look after you. You need to start eating humble pie and, if I were you, I would start writing him an apology as quickly as you can and beg him to take you back. You will have to convince Dave how much you love him and that you will not do anything like this again. But don't expect him to be easily convinced! You are the only one that can put your marriage back together. I would be careful what you do and who you speak to. From looking at that file I should imagine he has had someone watching you for some time, probably since he first heard about this man Peterson. Dave might still have them watching you in case any of Peterson's friends show up. That could well be the reason he's booked you into the Crown. Any of the other guests could be working for Dave."
Eve spent most of the rest of Saturday writing the first of many letters to Dave. Her father suggested she include a note for the children as she had let them down as well. He took the letters and said he would send them on. All contact with Dave and the children would be via her parents for the time being. Then Eve went to her room in the Crown Hotel.
Monday morning she went to work as usual. Her heart wasn't in it but it kept her mind busy. The girls all asked her how her weekend in Paris had gone. She told as little as possible just saying that it was a disaster and she didn't want to talk about it. The only one she wanted to discuss it with was her best friend Shelly. But Shelly never turned into work all week and Eve could get no answer from her home or cellphone.
Every evening, Eve spent in her room writing letters to Dave and the children. After work she would drop them off at her parent's house and ask if there was any reply. Eve made sure she always ate her meals in the Crown's dining room. If she was being watched as her mother had suggested, she wanted to make it obvious that she was alone.
The following Monday, word came around the office that Shelly would not be coming back to work. One of the girls came up to Eve and said, "Rumour has it that Shelly had been arrested in Holland for drug smuggling. Since you were her best friend at work, do you think it is true?"
Eve didn't know. But she did start thinking to herself that it was Shelly who had been the first to point Peter out to her and she had kept on about being so sure he fancied Eve. It had been Shelly's assurance that there could be no harm enjoying a nice lunch with a handsome man that had persuaded her to go on the lunch dates with Peter. It was Shelly who convinced her that she could get away with spending the weekend with Peter in Paris. Could Shelly have been a friend of Peter's? Had Shelly set her up? She figured she would never know.
A few days later the police paid a visit to Eve's office and spoke to some of the girls in private. One of the officers looked vaguely familiar to Eve but she could not place him until he looked right at her and gave her a wink. She remembered his face from when he had come into the lift in Paris. The girls said later that the police were asking about Shelly. They all expressed surprise that Eve had not been interviewed as she was Shelly's friend.
For the next few weeks nothing changed, Eve continued writing her letters but received no replies. Her mother did let on that Dave and the children had been in Australia visiting Dave's sister but had now moved on. The children were missing Eve but were enjoying their holiday. Apparently Dave had turned down a good offer for the house. Eve's mother thought this was good news as maybe he was thinking of coming back there.
As the end of her month at the Crown Hotel drew near, Eve had a talk with the manager and negotiated a deal to stay on, albeit in a smaller room. She hoped that it would send a message to Dave that she was not making any permanent arrangements because she wanted them to get back together.
As she struggled with her belongings along the corridor to her new room, Eve heard a man behind her offer to help. Without looking she said, "I can manage, thank you."
"That isn't what you said in Paris." Eve turned and saw the big police officer standing there smiling. So she accepted his offer and, between them, they carried all of her gear to her new room.
He introduced himself as Roger. Then he proceeded to ask her lots of questions about Peterson and Shelly, taking a special interest in Shelly's friends at the office and asking if Eve had ever met any of Shelly's friends other than those at the office. She could be of little help because Eve had only worked at the office a few months. Roger thanked her for her help but finished by saying Eve had had a lucky escape, which was more than Shelly had. Then Roger produced some official looking forms from his pocket and asked Eve to sign them. As she did so Eve asked,
"What am I signing here?"
"The Official Secrets Act, and a waiver for any injury you receive whilst helping us track down and arrest one Lars Peterson. You will note that they are dated three months ago. The official story will be that you were working for us as bait for Peterson and Shelly. We put you in the office hoping they would approach you to smuggle drugs for them. All your actions were part of our plan to catch Peterson. When Peterson skipped the country, you conned him into meeting you in Paris, allowing us to put the French police onto him. It's a good story and should keep the powers that be off of your's and Dave's backs."
"I'm getting lost here. When you say 'us', you are talking about the police, aren't you? And why would Dave's actions come into it? He was just trying to get me away from Peter."
"Well, this is where I'm going to get a little vague on you but, now you've signed the OSA. I can tell you I am a kind of policeman, although I don't work for any department you will have ever heard of. Our job is to target known criminals and terrorists anywhere in the world. Mess up their organisations and if we can, get them behind bars anyway we can. No questions asked. As for Dave and what he chooses to tell you about his past, that's up to him. All I can say is that I have known Dave a long time. You will have to speak to Dave if you want to know more. You know that you're lucky you had Dave as a husband."
Roger stood up to leave and Eve said she wasn't so sure she was lucky, as she had lost the man she loved. Roger smiled at her.
"I've known Dave a long time. If you love him as much as he loves you, you'll win him back."
Eve started to cry. "How can I persuade him to take me back if he won't even talk to me? I'm not even told where he is. The only contact I have is sending letters via my parents."
Roger looked thoughtful for a minute, then said, "I will get castrated for telling you this so don't tell anyone. Not even a bloody priest. There is an old lady staying here, a Mrs. Grant. Do you know her?"
Eve said she had seen her around.
"Well, without making it too obvious, I would suggest that you try to befriend her and, if you get the chance, tell her your story. Convince her and I think you will be surprised what happens. For God's sake don't make it too obvious. She has seen me come up here and she will guess I've come to see you."
"Is she Dave's spy? Was it her that was tailing me with Peter?"
"No chance - she doesn't follow people. Emily just lives here now she's retired, but she used to work with Dave years ago. I should imagine Dave got you a room here, knowing that she would look out for his best interest. I wouldn't mind betting she's in regular contact with him. You need to get her on your side. And now I've said enough and, remember, you didn't hear any of this from me. If she thinks you're trying to get to Dave through her, you'll blow your chances. Oh, one more thing, a little less makeup round the eyes. It won't hurt to let her see how much time you spend crying."
When Roger had gone, Eve sat and reflected over some of the things he had said. She realised how gullible she had been with Peterson. But she also thought how little she knew about her husband and his life before they were married.
Eve remembered how she had first met Dave; he was working as some kind of consultant for the firm she worked at. He would show up in the office now and again but she never did know what he actually did. When they started going out together, Dave's work took him away for months at a time. He would come home with presents for her from far-flung exotic places. But when she thought about it she realised that Dave never did say what he did. Details of his trips abroad were limited to descriptions of the places and historic sites he had seen.
Once they had gotten married Dave's trips suddenly got shorter. He would never be away for more than a week at a time, usually visiting places in Europe. Then once Eve became pregnant Dave changed his job. He now worked for a firm in the city and Eve realised she knew a lot more about the job he was doing now, than she did about what he had been doing before they had the children.
'God, am I that naive and gullible?' she thought. 'Was Dave doing some dangerous job for the government for all those years and I knew nothing about it? Was my husband a kind of James Bond character and I never knew? But then I must be thick, because that Peterson bastard conned me so easily.'
Over the next couple of weeks, Eve increased the amount of time she spent in the lounge. Now that she was aware of her, Eve could feel the old lady watching her when Eve's back was turned.
Because she was in the lounge, Eve became acutely aware of the men that tried to pick her up; she would brush off their advances, making sure Mrs. Grant could hear her rebukes.
Then Eve got a brain wave, just after she had told yet another would be gigolo that she was not interested. She went over to Mrs. Grant's table and asked if she could sit with her, as sitting on her own appeared to be giving all these would be Casanovas the wrong impression. Eve told Mrs. Grant that she was a happily married woman and didn't appreciate their unwanted attention. This proved to be a masterstroke.
Mrs. Grant said Eve was welcome to sit with her as she had noticed the problems Eve had been having and was aware it was causing her some distress. After that night, Eve joined Mrs. Grant (or Emily as she insisted Eve called her) for all their meals and every evening in the lounge. Emily spent must of her time knitting and she reminded Eve of Miss Marple from the Agatha Christie novels.
As it turned out, she apparently had the same sort of character. Eve noticed Emily seemed to know all about everyone in the hotel and she soon became aware of Emily surreptitiously asking about Eve's problems. After a couple of these sessions, Eve broke down in tears and rushed off to bed.
The following morning Emily apologised for upsetting her. However Eve said she needed someone to talk to and so later that day, Eve told Emily the story. Well, as much as she dared; she did not think it prudent to mention Roger.
Eve told Emily how much she missed her husband and the children. How she couldn't understand what had possessed her to get involved with Peter in the first place. She had been perfectly content living with her loving husband and children. Peter's seduction had been so subtle she hadn't even realised what he was doing. Peter had moved very slowly. So slowly that every step towards cheating on Dave had been so small, Eve hadn't realised she had taken it. If she had really thought about what she was doing for just one moment. it would never have happened.
Over the following few weeks, Eve and Emily discussed Eve's problems most evenings. Eve thought that Emily was quietly giving her the third degree, Emily took her through things time and again and Eve realised Emily was looking for inconsistencies in what she said. Emily appeared to be looking into Eve's soul.



It was during one of these little chats that Eve suddenly noticed Emily's eyes light up. Eve turned to look at what Emily had seen and saw Roger standing at the bar. He brought himself a drink and walked over to them with a big smile on his face. Looking at Emily he said,
"How's things going, mum? Did you know she always insisted that we all called her mum in the old days."
The comment was made to Eve but he kept looking at Emily.
"I've just got the news that an old friend of ours is arriving at Heathrow in the morning. I was wondering who I could take along to help me look after his kids while our friend sorts a few things out with his wife. Now who could be better than our Emily. Oh, by the way, you had better bring your new friend along as well. I think we're definitely going need her.
Life goes on.
----------------------------------
Author's note
What happened after that? Well I'll let the reader choose. Personally I would like them to have got back together, but you all know I'm a softy by now. I know a lot of you would prefer he divorced her. But is that really a necessity for him? After all she never did get into Peterson's bed, nothing really did happen other than some heavy petting and how many women, or you guys come to that, can put their hand on their heart and say they have never flown close to the wind during their married life.
The idea for this story came from an incident at a hotel just outside Amsterdam. I was on a long weekend coach tour to that fine city and was just going through the rigmarole of getting my passengers sorted out with their rooms when a guy came up to me and asked for a lady passenger by name. Well, to be honest, we had forty odd passengers on the coach and had only picked them up seventeen hours ago; so we didn't know most of them from Adam.
I called out the ladies name and she came over with a man. The guy gave her an envelope and asked her to sign for. When she opened it, she fainted. Whist everyone one was fussing around her, I retrieved the picture that I have described in the story from the floor.
I never saw the lady again, although the guy she had been with did turn up for the journey home. I know some of the passengers tried to pump him but he was saying nothing. If you think stories that leave you hanging are a pain in the arse, you try living with that one.
Please don't forget to vote and/or drop me a line with your thoughts on any of my stories.
The Wanderer
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Don't they all say 'Hindsight is a wonderful thing'? When you look back you can see everything so clearly. Impossible coincidences that were really carefully laid plans. Little inconsistencies that you never noticed. Sometimes just the odd slip of the tongue.
With hindsight I can see that the trouble in my life started when I was eighteen. An ex-girlfriend, Sarah, called me up one day and invited me to a party. Did I smell a rat? Of course I didn't. We had parted as friends so why should I suspect anything untoward?
The party was fun with a lot of our mutual friends there and a girl, whom I'd met a couple of times before, appeared to take a fancy to me. Georgina was quite a looker; maybe a little out of my class really. I've no illusions; I'm not that good looking. But Georgie, as she liked to be called, definitely tipped her hat in my direction.
She stood about five-four and was very slim with a pair of Bristols that appeared to be just the right size for her height and weight. She didn't look top heavy and her butt, that she could only have poured into those jeans was something the die for.
And poured into them she was. The trouble she had getting out of them in my car later in the evening was unbelievable. But she did and I had the best sex I had ever had in my life that night. Okay, it was in the back of my car and there wasn't that much room to manoeuvre. We just kind of went on an on.
Honestly I thought all my Christmases had come at once. Georgie was insatiable and over the next six months convinced me that I was the greatest lover in the world and the only man she would ever love. I, of course, was totally besotted with her. So on our six months' anniversary we had a party of our own where we announced we were engaged and I presented her with a £1500 engagement ring.
A year later we were married, ten months later child number one, my son Markus, came into the world followed almost exactly one year later by child number two, Ellie. Then Symone took just a little longer. But after we had Symone we decided the family was big enough. And Georgie went on the pill.
At this time I was working for my father's transport business. But dad was getting on a bit and he was talking about retirement. My brother Bob and I had some hard decisions to make. Bob was more into taking the business into one of the big removal franchises, whereas I preferred the idea of staying independent.
I'd introduced self-loading flat trucks, fitted with Hiab cranes when they had first became popular and I saw the company going that way. In the end Bob and I split the company. He had most of the yard, warehouse and storage units. But I had part of the yard to park my trucks and a workshop to look after them in, although I upgraded my three trucks for new Scania's so a lot of the servicing was done by them.
Life was good for a while. Georgie and I had a nice new detached house in a new-ish development, the garden wasn't all that large but they aren't on modern houses. We did manage to squeeze a little pool in there though. I drove my Range Rover and Georgie drove her BMW.
Georgie's one failing was money. Christ, the girl could spend it like it was water. Money was the only thing we ever argued about. But we argued about it often. Georgie could not get her head around our worth on paper and how much we had available to spend. She saw the kind of money the trucks were pulling in, but could not understand that fuel and wages had to be paid out of it, not to mention taxes, insurance and maintenance of the vehicles.
On the whole, I thought everything in the garden was coming up roses and I was planning on enlarging the fleet. I got a name for delivering machinery as my trucks could often unload and site stuff without the need for a separate crane to be hired. I stayed clear of Artic's (semi-trailers) as the smaller trucks could often drive right inside the factories that we were delivering to.
The down side to running a small transport company was that I was on the road a lot of the time myself either driving or drumming up work. The first clue I got that something was up was when my oldest was eight. I came home to find three children's life jackets hanging in my garage.
Of course I was curious since I didn't have a boat. But it turned out that good old Roger who lived over the road had a boat. And apparently Roger and his wife had taken Georgie and the kids out for a ride on the river. To be on the safe side Georgie had lashed out on life jackets for the children. I thought it extravagant for a onetime thing. But I was soon to find out it wasn't a onetime thing. It became a regular thing all during that summer.
Roger and Betty had moved into the estate shortly after we had. Roger was a couple of inches taller than my five-seven but I thought he had a gaunt look about him. Betty was the same height as Georgie but she had a completely different build. Buxom some might call it but I always thought she was overweight. She filled a swimsuit to overly full, if you get my drift.
Oh, the swimsuit? Well, they would come over and use our pool with us quite a lot in the summer months. Some of the other neighbours did so as well though. Hey, a couple of the other wives had figures that made it a good idea to have an open pool policy. I thought that Georgie put them all to shame though and from the looks on some of the husband's faces I wasn't alone in thinking that.
I'm not sure when it was that I first heard my daughter refer to Roger as Uncle Roger. Hindsight tells me it should have set off alarm bells. But it was a few weeks later that I came home early one day to find Georgie and the children were not home. Betty was out working in her front garden so I went over and asked her if she knew where my wife and children had gone. Betty always knew everything.
"They're on the boat with Roger. They love it on the boat and Roger loves children. You know we can't have any of our own. And besides its company for him. To be honest I can't abide the thing. I only go with him when no one else does."
Ding a-ling a-ling, the old alarm bells really started going off big time now. You see, for one thing the kids should have been in school. And secondly, over the last half year my sex life had taken a turn for the worse. For some reason, Georgie had turned from a sex bomb in bed to, well, a once-a-week-if-I-was-lucky type wife. This had happened a couple of times before during our marriage. In the past it had only lasted a couple of months at a time; but this time it was a lot longer. Actually since just before Georgie had started going out on Roger's boat with the kids.
"How often does Roger go out on the boat then, Betty?"
"Oh, two or three times a week. I'm glad Georgie likes the boat though. One day a week is enough for me. They just go down and tinker about with it. Georgie's a dab hand with the boat now."
"I bloody bet she is!" I thought, "it's one thing for your wife and children to go out on a boat with a neighbour and his wife. But it's whole different ball game if the two are out together and she has never mentioned the fact to her husband."
I think I was in a daze as I walked back to my house. You know what was going through my head, could she, would she? I had the nasty feeling it was she could and she would!
Complete trust to complete doubt, in one conversation with a neighbour. I wonder how many times that's happened to people in the past. Surely Betty was suspicious, what with her husband going off with a woman as beautiful as Georgie? But she appeared to have complete confidence in Roger.
Later I watched as Roger and Georgie returned. Roger pulled into his drive and they got out of the car to be greeted by Betty. As they chatted, I saw Georgie suddenly turn and look at our house. I'd put my Rangey in the garage so she wouldn't notice I was home.
The conversation went on for a couple of minutes with Georgie looking at the house then turning back to Betty and talking again. Then Georgie walked over to the house. I was sitting in the lounge when she came in pretending I hadn't seen her arrive.
"Hi, baby," she smiled at me as she came in the door, "You're early. Would you mind collecting the children from school for me while I fix dinner? Perhaps as you're home we can go out later."
I didn't reply to her. I just got up and went out into the garage for my car. Having got there I decided to use hers. I was at the school early as it was apparent Georgie had left herself time to get showered and changed before she went to collect them. Sending me out of the house gave her time to clean up.
"Is something wrong?" she asked me as we ate dinner that night.
"I don't think so. Why should there be?"
"Oh, I thought you were giving me the old cold shoulder treatment."
The crafty cow had tackled me whilst the children were present. I had intended to leave things until after they were in bed.
"Why, have you done something I should be angry about?"
"What are you implying?"
"Just hold on, Georgie, you started this conversation."
"Well, you're being moody."
"Maybe I'm tired. I've had a heavy week."
"Well, don't go all moody on me and the kids just because things aren't going well at work."
We ate the rest of the meal in silence. Well, between Georgie and I it was. The kids were full of things to talk about.
Later that night after the children were asleep, I tackled Georgie.
"Okay, Georgie, what's the big idea?"
"What are you on about now?"
"You and Roger, alone on that bloody boat, that's what I'm on about. You're my wife you shouldn't be going out on bloody boats with another man."
"You've never said anything about it before. Why are you so upset now?"
"Because you always lead me to believe that Betty went along with you. I never realised that it was just you and Roger."
"He's teaching me how to drive it and look after it. What's so wrong with that?
"Jesus Christ, woman, you're my wife."
"And what 's that got to do with it?"
"Look, you're my wife and Betty is his. You and I do things together and he should do things with Betty. That is how it should be and that's the end of it. You will not go on that boat alone with Roger again. Do you understand?"
"I do but you're are being silly about this. Roger is just a friend."
"I'll bet," I thought to myself.
That night Georgie tried to kill me with sex. Great, yes, almost as good as our first night in my car all those years ago. But was she feeling guilty? That was what I was asking myself.
I determined to find out. The following morning I hired in a temp driver for my truck. He was a good bloke and I had used him quite a few times in the past. He lent me his car and I positioned myself where I could watch the entrance to our estate. Georgie went out and took the children to school, she went shopping and then home again where she stayed until it was time to collect the children.
The next day was the same. But on the third day as she drove out of the estate Roger's car pulled out behind her. I followed the pair of them to the school. And then into a super market where Georgie joined Roger in his car and they drove to the boat. I watched from the road as they walked up to the boat arm in arm and climbed aboard. A few minutes were spent fiddling about. Roger refilled the water tank whilst Georgie made a drink, coffee I think. After drinking it in the sun, they both disappeared below.
Leaving the car at the side of the road I climbed the over fence and made my way over to the boat. As I got close, the sounds I heard were familiar to me. Georgie is very vocal when it comes to sex. I knew all I needed to know. Very quietly I climbed aboard, I suppose I didn't have to be too quiet with Georgie screaming away down in the cabin, but if I rocked the boat they might have some idea that I was on board.
Carefully I slipped the bolt on the cabin door and closed the padlock. Then I climbed back off and undid the ropes holding the boat to the bank. A gentle push and it was out in the current.
Things didn't quite go as I'd hoped, it would have been fun if they had drifted down to the catch chain above the weir before they found out they were adrift. But the boat just bumped the next boat along and they must have heard or felt it.
I walked along the bank beside the boat and watched as both Georgie and Roger spotted me through the cabin window. Then I heard them battering on the hatch way door trying to get out. It was at that point that I left them to it.
I'd collected the children from school and we were eating diner when Georgie got home.
"You could have killed us!" was the first thing she said to me. "We could have gone over the weir and been killed."
"That would have been nice, but unfortunately they put a catch chain up to stop boats going over it."
"You bastard! You've ruined Roger's boat it's all scratched were it hit the chain and he had to force the door so we could get out of the cabin."
"Oh, I've ruined his boat. Does that make up for him ruining our marriage?"
"What the hell are you talking about? We weren't doing anything we shouldn't in that cabin."
I roared out laughing. "Georgina, when you're on the nest you make more noise than a fog horn. Don't try to give me any of that shit. But I would suggest that we discus this without the children present. We'll leave it until after they are in bed, shall we?"
"Where's my dinner then?"
I just looked at her; she got the message and went rummaging in the fridge to sort out her own meal.
Later, after she had put the children to bed, Georgie came into the lounge where I was sitting. I think she really realised that she had been well and truly caught. But she thought she would try to brazen it out.
"Allan, I don't know what you think you saw or heard but there is nothing going on between Roger and I. You just misunderstood, that's all. If you had come into the cabin you would have seen we were just drinking coffee."
"Wow, I've heard it called a few things but never drinking coffee. Give up, Georgina, Roger was Rogering you, and you know I know it. How long has he been stirring my pie for me? Is it since you've been playing hard to get."
"What do you mean playing hard to get?"
"Georgie, our sex life took a dive months ago but you never noticed have you? You've been getting it elsewhere, haven't you? And I've got a nasty feeling Roger isn't the first guy you've had on the side since we've been married. I just can't understand why Betty has put up with it. She must know what has been going on."
"You've gone insane. Nothing has been going on between Roger and me. We're just good friends."
I had managed to keep my anger in check but when she kept denying that she was fucking Roger I found I was beginning to lose control. I really felt like hitting the woman but something stopped me doing that. I suppose it's just not in my make-up. Well, I had to hit someone so I stormed out of the house and went over to Roger's place. The door gave way with the first kick; Roger was just getting out of a chair in his lounge as I entered the room.
Don't ask for a blow by blow account, because I can't give you one. But I made a mess of Roger's face and, between us; we sure messed up his lounge. The strangest thing was, I saw Betty just standing in the doorway watching us. She wasn't shouting or screaming and I'm damned sure it wasn't her who called the police. But the upshot of it all was I finished up in the cells and Roger finished up in the hospital.
I found myself remanded in prison. Not for GBH on Roger, although I was also charged with that. No, for attempted murder when I had untied the boat. They tried to sat that boat could have gone over the weir and killed them. I couldn't be that lucky.
After four weeks inside, all the charges were dropped apparently for lack of evidence and I was released. Although Georgina had filed for a divorce and there was a restraining order that stopped me going near my own house. Georgina got full custody of the children and for a while it looked like she was going to get the house as well. That is until a neighbour got in touch with my brother and told him that Roger had moved in with Georgina.
It all got very complicated after that - for complicated read expensive as the legal wallies made a mint out of me - The house had to be sold and my cross-petition citing adultery came up trumps in court. Other boat owners had heard Georgina's lusty screaming when they had been on the boat.
After the divorce was settled, Georgina moved into another house with Roger, taking my kids with them. They managed to get a restraining order to keep me away from that house as well. So my so-called visits with the children were extremely hard to organise. In fact they were non-existent. When Georgina was supposed to take them to the family centre to see me, one of them always seemed to suddenly get ill.
I discovered that Betty knew all about what was going on all the time. But for some reason she was waiting for me to catch them so she could then dump Roger without much difficulty. And I made another discovery that was later to change the way I looked at my life with Georgie. Roger was a very rich man. He thought nothing of buying a new house and leaving Betty with the other one.
I had thought I would force Georgina into giving me access to my children by playing hard to get over child support payments. But when I made the threat over the phone, she said "so what" Roger wants the children to be his so he'll happily support them." And the bloody bastard did.
I'm not daft though. I've paid the support money into investment accounts for the children. My brother managed the accounts so the children would have some money of their own when they grow up. I hope some day they will realise how much I love and miss them.
For all my trying I never saw my kids after the evening Roger and I had the fight. I've never had a single letter or card from them. Whenever I track down the phone number where they are living, it promptly gets changed. At this point some bright spark normally says the courts will make sure you get the access to your children that you're entitled to. My answer to that one is I, like a lot of other estranged husbands, only wish!
One day some time after the divorce I was in a pub where I ran into Sarah and her husband. When I told her the story she went as white as a sheet and had to run out to the ladies to throw up. I asked why my troubles had so much of an effect on her, and she told me just how I had been invited to that party.
She suddenly realised that Georgina had used her to get to me and why. The why we thought was most likely my father's transport business. Sarah told me that when they were younger Georgina had always joked that she was going to marry for money. Of course as teenagers they all laughed it off and Sarah hadn't thought of it when Georgina asked her to invite me to that party.
But when I said that Roger had plenty of cash, she realised that Georgie had just jumped ship. Georgina, to put it bluntly, had found a richer mug. Add to that that Betty had told me that Roger fired blanks, but wanted children and all the pieces fell nicely into place.
The house had to be sold because there was the families joint asset division to be settled. I also sold two of my three trucks - cheaply to my brother. I kept the third which I drive myself. My home nowadays is a large caravan parked in the transport yard. But I'm rarely there; I travel around Great Briton and Europe delivering machinery for my customers only returning to Reading occasionally.



Life goes on. Well in this particular story it actually does. If you liked the story I suggest you keep your eyes open for the continuation of Allen's life in "Pick me up on your way down" which should be posted shortly.
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"Bollocks," I thought as I walked back to my truck "Some bastards been snooping around my bloody load!"
I'd stopped in the motorway services for a meal. I don't normally go for motorway food, as it's of questionable quality and too damned expensive. But I was short of driving hours on this run and there wasn't a transport café handy that would be open at that time of night.
While I'd been away from the vehicle someone had been at my sheets - the tarpaulins that we cover the load with - I could see that several of the tie down ropes had been unfastened. Whoever it was had wasted his bleeding time as the machines I had on the truck were far too big for anyone to walk off with. So after checking the tie-down straps were still secure, I set about re-tying the sheet down again. As I did so I became aware of a guy walking around amongst the other trucks who looked as if he had lost something.
"Got a problem, Squire?" I asked as he came close to me. I figured it could well have been him who had nosed around my truck. By talking to him, he would realise I had spotted him and he'd probably leave the other trucks and trailers alone.
"You haven't seen a blond bit around here, have you mate? About five-four, black skirt and white top."
"No, I haven't seen anyone, I've just come out of the restaurant. What have you done, lost her?"
"Yeah, we had a row and the stupid little bitch ran off on me. I thought she came this way."
With that, the guy wondered off. But then an idea struck me; before I tied the last sheet rope down, I lifted the edge and looked under the canvas. There were two of the bluest eyes I've ever seen looking right back at me. A hushed voice pleaded, "Please don't tell him I'm here?"
Shit, that was some beautiful face from what I could see of it. Why she was hiding under there I didn't care. If she wanted a lift away from this guy; I had no intention of refusing her request.
"All right, but you're in for a long cold ride I wont be stopping now until I hit Plymouth."
"That's fine with me, as long as I get away from him." She whispered back to me.
"Hold on tight girl, here we go."
I drove out of the services and back onto the M5 motorway. I wondered what this was all about. Why was this young mystery running away from the guy? The only thing I could come up with was that maybe he was her pimp or something. But from what I had seen, she didn't look like a working girl and I got the feeling he wasn't the type to be a pimp. I can't say I liked the look of him but he struck me as more of a travelling salesman or businessman.
Perhaps he picked her up hitch hiking thinking he was going to get lucky and she hadn't wanted to play. But if that was the case why hadn't she just gone into the restaurant; there were too many people around for him to get smart with her in there.
Three hours was going to be a long time under that canvas and it wasn't too warm that night so after about forty minutes or so I pulled on a slip road, stopped on the hard shoulder and let her out from under the sheet. She looked frozen.
"Okay, mystery, jump in the cab. You'll soon warm up in there." She gave me a strange look and I realised that my statement could be taken two ways. "Get a move on girl! I can't leave you standing out here alone at this time of night. Anything could happen to you. Now get a move on, I'm short of time."
She looked a little apprehensive but she climbed into the cab without saying anything. I pulled back onto the M5, checking the clock, I thought with luck I'd just about make it to my delivery on time.
The mystery soon warmed up in the cab; she lent against the passenger door and looked to me like she was falling asleep. She was quite a pretty girl, I'd say about twenty. Thin by most people's standards but that was the fashion.
"If you're tired girl, climb in the bunk and get your head down we'll be another couple of hours or so yet."
She gave me another quizzical look.
"Go on girl, you're quite safe. I've got to drive this bloody thing, haven't I?"
She appeared to think about it for a few moments and then said, "Thanks, I will if you don't mind. I'm pretty shattered."
She climbed onto the bunk behind the seats and covered herself with the blanket that I keep back there. Very quickly she was in the land of nod.
About three hours later I pulled into the factory where I was delivering the machinery. The mystery didn't stir as I drove the truck right inside the building. I almost forgot her as I removed the sheets and straps from my load, then watched as the guys craned off the three machines I was carrying. In little more than twenty minutes the truck was empty. After I had folded my sheets and stowed them, I pulled my truck out into the factory yard with the intention of getting my own head down for a few hours. I needed to log a legal break, that would trap me where I was for most of the day.
Then I remembered that the mystery was using my bunk. As I climbed into the cab I could see she was dead to the world. She didn't even stir as I lowered the upper bunk above her - quite a noisy and complicated operation - I hit the button to close the electric curtains and climbed into the upper berth.
+++++++++++++++++++
It must have been about noon when I was awakened by the sound of the mystery quietly sobbing in the bunk below. I waited a few minutes trying to think what I should do with this young lady. God, how do I get myself in these situations? I couldn't just drop her off somewhere; I would forever be wondering what had become of her. She had nothing but a small handbag with her and no extra clothing.
I climbed out of the bunk and I could feel her watching me as I did so.
"Hungry?" I asked.
"Yes, very!" she replied. I could still hear the tears as she spoke.
"The factory toilets are just through that entrance. The second door on the right is the lady's. Go and wash your face. You've made one hell of a mess of your makeup. Then we'll go and get something to eat."
As she climbed out of the bunk, I got a little too much of a good look at a pair of beautiful legs. Her short skirt rode up higher than was decent but I don't think she noticed. Ten minutes later she returned. Her make up was fresh but her clothes were screwed up, showing the signs that she had slept in them. I'd washed my face in the sink mounted on the side of the truck and changed into a clean boiler suite.
She said nothing as we walked down the road to a nearby café where she showed me that for her small size she could put away a considerable amount of food.
"So little Miss Mystery," I said as we finished eating, "Are you going to tell me who you are and what last night was all about?"
She looked at me thoughtfully for a few minutes.
"Why?"
"Why what?"
"Why do you want to know? I'm nothing to you, just someone you gave a lift to."
"Come off it. I give lifts to hitch hikers. You were hiding in my truck from someone. That tells me you're in some kind of trouble and I need to know what that trouble is. I don't want to read in the papers that you were found dead in a back alley somewhere. So come on Misty, let's have chapter and verse. You never know, I might be able to help."
"He's my brother," she said, as if that was all I needed to know.
I just sat there with an expectant look on my face.
"Well, my half brother actually. My parents were killed in a road accident when I was twelve. Jeff is eight years older than I am. He brought me up."
"So why were you running away from him." I had the feeling that I had just asked a stupid question. This was one hot looking young woman; it could be that the brother had been abusing her.
"Jeff is a businessman. Well, he thinks he is. He's never had a proper job that I know of. He buys and sells things. He's always got some big deal in the works. I don't know, he always spends money like he's got loads of it. But there are always unpaid bills lying around at home and we have had to move around a lot. I think he was running away from his debts."
Misty went quiet again and her eyes looked down at the half-empty tea mug in front of her. I got the feeling she really didn't want to say anymore. Then I think she suddenly changed her mind.
"He's in debt to some man and he can't pay it back. The guy wanted me to work off some interest. Do I need to tell you how?
"No, I think I can guess!"
"I told my brother I wouldn't do it. God! The guy's an old man and I've never...
Her voice faded away and she began to cry again. I signalled the waitress for a couple more mugs of tea.
"What am I going to do now? I've got no one I can turn to?"
"Rubbish, girl. You've turned to me, haven't you?"
She looked up at me with a quizzical look on her face.
"Listen, Misty, I'm a truck driver, as was my father before me, and I think my father's father drove a bloody horse and cart or something. Anyway being on the road is in my blood. Do you know what they used to call us lorry driver's a few years back? I'll tell you. 'Knights of the Road'. All right, there ain't as many of us out there who are still old school. But you happened to pick one who is.
"Misty, you're a damsel in distress. I will do what I can to help you. You've just got to decide what you want to do."
"I can't go back to Jeff. He'll want me to go to that man, I know it."
"Then don't go back to Jeff. Let's see what alternatives we have. You could get a job and live on your own, can't you?"
"But where will I stay in the mean time? I've only got a couple of pounds."
"Have you ever worked in a hotel?"
"No, the only jobs I've ever had were in shops. But I'll try anything."
"Okay, I know a couple of folk who have a little hotel up in Torquay. Their daughter used to help run the place but she went off to university last month. They were complaining they couldn't find anyone suitable to replace her. I don't think they can pay too much. That's probably why they are having trouble. But it's all-found so you wouldn't have any expenses."
"You think they will take me on? I don't now anything about hotels."
"Oh, yeah, I'm sure Mac and Jenny will take you on. Mac's old-school behind the wheel, just like me. But they will want their money's worth. You know in a small hotel you have to be a jack of all trades and work around the bloody clock, don't you?"
"I don't mind that and I'm a quick learner."
"Right, sit tight, I'll give them a call." I went over to the payphone and called up, Jenny as it turned out. I gave her the low down and she said that I should drop Misty up there ASAP; Misty would be serving breakfasts in the morning.
When I told Misty I saw the first real smile on her face since I had met her. I really wished I were a few years younger. But I had gathered she was about twenty. I'm thirty-eight, almost old enough to be her dad.
We couldn't leave Plymouth until four in the afternoon as I had to have my legal break before I could drive again. So we walked to a nearby Supermarket that luckily had a clothing department; Misty had nothing but the clothes she stood up in. Two hours later with a couple of hundred pounds clocked up on my credit card, we got a taxi back to the truck.
I had to almost force Misty to let me buy her the clothes. I know she felt she was taking advantage. She insisted on taking the bills because she wanted to pay me back. To be honest I didn't really expect her to since I knew she wasn't going to be earning much in Mac's hotel.
Hey, look, I didn't need the money. Since my wife left me, taking the kids with her I had nothing to spend my cash on. She and her fancy man never asked for maintenance for the kids although I had offered it. No, they drove a bleeding great wedge between me and my kids. The bloody family courts would do nothing to help me get the access to the children that I should have had.
Now the three of them wouldn't know me if they bumped into me in the bloody street. One day they might find out about the money I've been investing for them. But I doubt they will ever know how much I missed them and cared about them.
As I drove from Plymouth to Torquay, Misty told me her name was Ashley Gordon, although I continued to call her Misty. I learnt that she was actually twenty-two and from what she said she had been completely under her brother's influence until the previous evening when he pushed her too far. I really don't think she'd ever had to think for herself until that night. But she was trying the best she knew now.
Mac and Jenny were impressed with her. We arrived as they were preparing the evening meal. Misty pitched straight in and helped with preparing the vegetables in the kitchen. I left them to it and made myself comfy in the lounge dosing for a while. A little later whilst the food was cooking, Jenny took Misty up to her room to let her get settled.
Then Mac and Jenny joined me in the lounge. I didn't have too much time as I had to get back on the road for the drive up country for my next load.
"Where did you pick the mystery up then, Al?" Mac asked.
"What do you mean mystery?" Jenny butted in.
"Ah, there used to be lots of them in the old days." Mac told her, "They would be hanging around the transport café's most nights, trying to cadge a lift somewhere, anywhere. The mystery was where they came from and where they were going too. They were most likely runaways. There were very few motorways back then, once they got out of town they could disappear forever. I expect most of them finished up on the game, once they got to the big cities.
"You're a soft touch like your dad, Al. You couldn't take the risk of it happening to her could you? Ashley made you think of your daughters, didn't she?" Mac said. Mac knew all about me and my troubles; he had been a friend of my father before he died.
"Christ, I hope my daughter never finds herself in the kind of position that Misty found herself in. That's what her brother wanted her to do, you know. The bastard was planning on pimping her out. Christ knows where she would have finished up, if he'd had his way."
"Well, we'll look after her for you don't worry," Mac said. "Jenny, you better warn her about the guests. Some of the sales guy's have the gift of the gab."
"I think the fact she ran away and hid in Al's truck shows she's not the dumb blond her brother took her for. I should think she'll know how to keep the Casanovas' at arms length, but I'll have a word just in case." Jenny assured me.
I said my goodbyes and resumed my journey back up country. Misty gave me a hug and thanked me before I left. It was an affectionate hug. I took it as the kind that of hug a daughter would give her father. That was the first time she had actually touched me. It felt good and I wondered just what I had missed with my own daughters.
---------------------------------------------
It was a month before I saw the three of them again. I'd planned to stay the weekend at the hotel so I had dropped my load on the Friday afternoon and parked the truck up in the lorry-park. At that time it was where the coach station in Torquay is today. I parked up and paid for the weekend, then took a taxi to the hotel.
Mac and Jenny were out when I arrived and Misty was on reception alone. As I walked in the door, she ran over to me and gave me a hug and kiss like I was her long lost brother. Once Mac and Jenny returned, Misty hardly ever left my side most of the time I was there. Except when I went to bed, that is.
I began to think Mac would be annoyed, as there must have been plenty of work to be done. But Jenny told me that Misty hadn't taken one day off since she had arrived. She had told them she would have her time off when I visited.
It was a change of routine for me. Usually I just chill out in the hotel lounge when I visited Mac and Jenny. But this time Misty and I explored the town. Misty hung on my arm as if she thought I'd get lost or something as she showed me around the town. She was obviously enjoying showing me around so I didn't tell her I'd known the place for years. I was aware of getting some funny looks; I know I was only thirty-eight but I looked like an old man, next to Misty.
It appeared that Misty had adopted me as a father figure. So that's the part I carefully played from then on. Obviously her brother had been her father figure but he had let her down badly. As she was now looking to me, I intended to give her the support she needed. Mind, I did wish I were fifteen years younger. I had developed strong feelings for the girl.
The weekend went all too quickly. But when it was over I decided I would change my routine and spend more of my weekends in Torquay. Driver's hours, rest periods and compulsory two day 48 hour rest breaks are tightly enforced in the UK. Having no reason to spend my rest weekends at home, I had tended to stop over at a series of friend's places around the country, on a kind of rota basis. Having Misty in Torquay was a reason to go there. I felt needed, that was something I hadn't felt for a long time.

The only trouble was, when I could get to Torquay depended on what loads I got. Probably once a month was the best I could manage. But my weekends there with Misty were extremely happy ones. I wanted to make the most of them because Misty was a very attractive young lady and I knew that one day some young stud was going to take her fancy.
It must have been almost six months after Misty hid in my truck that I got an urgent message to call Mac. He told me that Misty's brother had showed up at the hotel and she was very upset. Mac had got rid of him but Mac suspected he would return.
Misty's brother wasn't as hard to track down as I had thought he would be. I knew the general area that he operated in. The guy had upset lots of people and had so many bad debts that quite a few folks were keeping tabs on him. I took a few acquaintances around to see him with me and we had a nice little chat. He assured me that he wouldn't be troubling Misty again. We dropped him off at the hospital as we left town.
In the long term he didn't trouble anyone very much longer anyway. He must have upset the wrong person somewhere as he wound up dead in a back alley a year or so later. Yeah, I paid for his cremation and took Misty up there for it, in Mac's car.
A few more years went by, I was fifty-two I think when Mac and Jenny decided the time had come to retire. Misty by then had the running of the small hotel down to a fine art. I'm not sure how the subject came up, but as I was talking to Mac one night he said it would be nice if Misty ran the hotel on her own. She was quite capable, given the right staff to help her.
To cut a long story short I finished up loaning Misty the money to buy the hotel. Come on, I'll be honest. When I lent it to her, I didn't ever expect to see the money back, although she had paid me back the cash I spent on her the day we met. Misty, to all intents and purposes, was my daughter now. Well, that's how I treated her. It took a lot of persuading for her to take the money from me.
In the back of my mind was that if anything happened to me, Georgina and the kids could well surface. They hadn't wanted to know me for years so why the fuck should they get my money. Misty and my brother were my only family now.



Over the next year or so Misty set about bringing the hotel up to date. Mac and Jenny had let things go a bit as they got older. But they couldn't stay away from the place and would visit often as guests. At the same discounted rate as I paid, I should imagine.
As the years passed, I could never understand why Misty didn't get married. There were enough suitors kicking around, although I rarely saw them because when I visited Misty would insist I hang around with her. Even if it was just going to the cinema or for a walk.
It was just after my fifty-sixth birthday that my brother gave me the news that Georgina had passed away from cancer. I was surprised how hard it hit me. I really thought that I had no feelings left for her. But I cried that night and for several nights after. No, I didn't go to the funeral. I didn't want that bastard and my kids to see me crying over her. She had destroyed my life.
I think that Misty was the only person who knew how upset I was. She could read me like a book and it was to her that my brother had sent the letter that Georgina's solicitor had forwarded to him for me.
My dearest Allan.
I should imagine you must hate me. But I beg you to forgive me. I owe you the greatest apology. You will never know how sorry I have been for the wrong I have done you and the mistakes I have made in my life.
I have to admit to you that I married you for your money. I didn't love you back then; I was just looking for an easy life. You were a great provider and we had three wonderful children together.
But then Roger came along. He showered me with compliments and promised me the moon. Roger had millions in the bank and I'm sorry to say it went to my head. I'm sorry, Allan, I was just a greedy person back then.
It took me a long time to realise just what I had lost. There comes a time when you realise that money isn't everything. There was no love between Roger and I. The truth was I had the one thing that Roger's money couldn't buy him ... your children ... and that's what he really wanted. I'm disgusted with myself for taking your children from you. I know there is no way that you could ever forgive me for doing that.
Allan, I know you won't believe it but whilst we were married I fell deeply in love with you. It took me years to realise just what was missing in my life when I was with Roger. It was you! If only I could live my life over again and we could have been together, I know that I would have died happy. As it is, I go to my death thinking only of you.
You will never know how hard it is for me to admit that I have made such a mess of my life and yours. I have tried to write this letter to you so many times over the last few years. But I have never been brave enough to finish it.
I've written letters to our children telling them how I forced you to stay out of their lives. They were the innocent ones. Please, I hope you will forgive them, should they come to find you.
Goodbye, my love. Forgive me my sins, please.
Georgina
Damn, shit, bugger. That was all I could say! The woman whom I loved and had shit all over me, claimed she had always loved me. What could I do? In my heart I knew I loved her, that's why it had hurt so much when I heard she had passed away. But forgive her? I don't think I could ever do that!
I did when I was passing some weeks later, visit Georgina's grave. I left flowers and I cried again. Broken heart or not I was still sorry she was dead. But life went on and the pain of her death faded surprisingly quickly. A lot faster than the pain of her betrayal.
It was just before the Christmas that followed Georgina's death that, at Misty's insistence, I had taken a week off whilst the hotel was in the quiet period before the holiday season started. In the lounge that evening, Misty had a new girl working behind the bar. I did wonder why I hadn't seen her in the dining room at diner. Misty didn't have that many staff and it was usual for the same staff to serve the evening meal and to run the bar.
As I was the only person in the lounge. I thought I'd strike up a conversation with her. She appeared a little reserved and for some reason did not answer when I asked her name. She started talking about something else. I think, three times I asked her name during the conversation and it became obvious that she was not telling me on purpose.
I became convinced that she found talking to me was making her uncomfortable, so I left the bar and sat in my usual chair over by the television. To my amazement she came over and sat beside me. I found her actions extremely confusing. She was uncomfortable with me talking to her but when I moved away, she followed me. To be honest I was just beginning to wonder what kind of a mixed up kid Misty had hired this time, when Misty came into the bar.
I stood up and Misty came over and kissed me as she always did when we met. I noticed that the new bar maid was also standing up.
Stepping back from me Misty asked, "Well, what do you think of her?"
I was totally confused and I didn't know what I was supposed to answer. I must have looked as confused and I know Misty spotted it. She turned to the girl.
"You haven't told him yet, have you?"
The girl had turned bright red and was shaking her head.
"You silly girl. Allan, this is your daughter, Ellie. She wanted to surprise you!"
Poor Ellie looked like she was waiting for the ground to open up beneath her. I was shocked that I had not recognised her. But I hadn't seen her for so many years.
"Do I frighten you that much, Ellie?"
"I didn't know what you would think. I just didn't know what to say to you."
"Well, how about, 'Hello, dad, it's been a long time since I saw you last' and maybe a hug would go down well."
Ellie stepped into my arms and we hugged each other. I couldn't see her face but I could feel that she was crying.
"Stop that crying lark, my girl. I've had enough of crying over the years."
"I've missed you, dad. We all have. You will never know how much we missed you. You do realise that until mother died we all thought you were dead, don't you. Mark would have looked for you when he was old enough but we were told you were dead. Mother and Roger told us you had been killed in a road accident."
"They did what?"
"I think Roger wanted us to treat him as our father. Although we never really did. He was nice and very kind to us all, but he was never our dad. When we got the letters from the solicitor that mother sent us, we weren't sure how we should approach you. I went to see Uncle Bob, I hadn't seen him since you and mother split up. He told me that Ashley was the person who was closest to you. So I contacted her."
"Why didn't Bob tell me, I wonder?"
"He said you were very funny when anyone mentioned us children. He thought that Ashley was the person to speak to. I'm the advance party. Markus is flying back from Switzerland tomorrow and he'll bring Symone down with him. That's if you want to meet them."
"Of course I want to meet them. It's what I've dreamed of for years."
"I told you, you had nothing to worry about Ellie. I know just how much your father has missed you. He's been treating me as his surrogate daughter for years." Misty said, "Now perhaps he'll treat you as his daughter and start thinking of me the way I'd like him to."
I turned my head so I could look into Misty's eyes.
"Georgina's gone now, Al, and it looks like you have your children back. I can't replace their mother. I'm a bit young for that. But I wouldn't mind trying for the job as your wife. Could you ever think of me that way?"
This was all too much. I began to feel light headed and unsteady on my feet so I collapsed into a chair."
"Did you do that or was it something I said?" Misty asked Ellie.
"I think we've both given him a bit of a shock."
"Well, let's face it. It would be nice if your father and I got married whilst you're all down here."
I think I was trying to say something but Misty and Ellie just ignored me and started making plans for our wedding. In the end I managed to get out something about the age difference between us.
"What utter rubbish," Misty retorted. "You've been lusting after my body since the day we met and don't think I didn't know it. Excuse me, Ellie, but a spade is a spade. Jenny told me years ago that you were worried about the age difference between us. So I let things lie. But the older we get the closer our ages get to each other, in percentage terms. I'm sure Ellie would like some more brothers and sisters before I get too old."
"Sounds like a great idea to me," Ellie added. "I'd better call Uncle Bob and tell him to bring his family down here for the wedding."
I just sat there probably looking like I was trying to catch fish. I could feel my mouth opening and closing. I knew I wanted to say something to both of them but I couldn't work out what it was.
++++++++++++++++++++++
Misty was a virgin on our wedding night. But quite a few happy years have past since then. At sixty-five I should be starting to feel like an old man, but my five children and three grandchildren keep me active and feeling young. Of course I don't drive the trucks anymore, but I'm kept busy with the hotel. Ellie and her husband live here with us. There are some times when I wish I had told Misty how I felt about her all those years ago. Perhaps we could have married sooner. I'm really glad she decided to take matters into her own hands though. The age thing had always worried me. But it was finally put to rest by my son Markus.
He just said to me one night, "Dad, take your happiness when and where you can find it. I'll always be here to look after Misty when the need arises. But please God, that won't be for many years. We have all lost so much time together already."
Life goes on.
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*
I still don't know what went wrong between my wife Kathleen (Kathy) and I. Christ, I can't say what went right either, really. When we meet in college I don't think either of us realised that we would one-day fall in love with each other and get married.
Kathy was one fine looking girl; maybe a little on the stuck up side for my liking and a bit too choosy about which guys she dated. Okay, I was a randy little bugger back then who only had one thought on his mind.
Did I chase after Kathy? No, I bloody didn't - I figured she was way out of my league. Hey, don't go thinking that I'm not a good-looking bloke though. I figure I'm not bad looking, even if I am a little on the short side.
But Kathleen's folks came from a more affluent background than I did. So I figured, 'hey, why waste my time, there's plenty of other birds around whom I could lay without any hassle.' But the fickle hand of fate takes a hand in these things, doesn't it?
A few friends and I were out one evening at "The Flag", one of the more unusual public houses around our area. It was unusual because it was out in the sticks and they didn't have any electricity laid on there back then. The only light in the place came from old oil lamps and candles. Hey, even the tills were those old fashioned things with the big buttons that had to be pushed all the way down and then they made a bell ring as the cash drawer opened.
And there was none of your ice cold beer sold there either, just genuine English ale at cellar temperature. It takes a good publican to serve up true English beer, as the stuff has to be nursed like a baby. I wonder what they did when this sterile fizzy lemonade they call larger became fashionable, with no freezers to keep it so cold that you can't taste the shit.
Anyway, as my friends and I were leaving, we became aware of an argument taking place in the car park. It was a dark night and since there were no lights in the car park either, we couldn't see who it was. But apparently some girl and her guy were having a disagreement about who was going to drive the car home.
From what we could hear the guy was sure he was sober enough to drive, but the girl had no intention of getting in the car with him behind the wheel. As I said we couldn't see them, we could just hear them over the other side of the parking area. Suddenly we heard the guy shout, "No bloody chick drives me around!" or something like that. Then a car door slammed and the headlights came on as the car spun its wheels on the loose surface leaving a cloud of choking dust behind it, as it tore across the car park and out of the place.
In the reflected glow from the car's lights we caught a glimpse of the girl still standing there alone. I turned on my lights and they swept across the car park as I drove to the exit, illuminating the girl standing there. As I turned onto the road, I suddenly realised that it was Kathleen, the stuck up little bitch from college standing there.
Don't ask me why. I don't know why we do those kinds of things. But roughhouse that I am, I couldn't leave her out in the sticks on her own. So without really thinking about it, I turned back into the car park and drove over to where Kathy was standing.
"Do you by any chance need a lift home, Kathleen?" I asked.
Of course she had no idea who the hell I was, as she couldn't see me, it was pitch black. But when I turned my Land Rover's interior lights on she recognised me.
"Thanks, Pete. That bloody idiot has just driven off with my damned car. He's as pissed as a newt."
The drunken idiot she was talking about was her then current boyfriend. I'd seen them together at the college. He was one of those guys who use what little brains he has to kick footballs about a field. But he was never going to be good enough to get into one of the professional teams.
They've got a good name for them in the States. Jocks, I think they call them. Probably after the jock straps they use to keep the family jewels safe on the playing field. Always worried me that one - I remember reading somewhere that testicles are mounted outside the body to keep them cool. Tying them up out of the way surely must stop the airflow and to my mind could lead to some serious overheating.
Well, can you think of a better excuse for not running around the sports field like a fucking idiot, when you could be up in the stands chatting up the birds? Hey, who'd want a jock groupie anyway, you'd never know where or who she'd been with and what little unpleasant surprises she could leave you with.
Shit, where was I? I digress so damned easily. Oh, yes, Kathy accepted my offer of a lift and she squeezed into the back of the Land Rover with the others. I dropped her home and that was all there was to it, really. Kathy came up to me the following Monday at college and thanked me again; after that, I never thought about the incident again. But obviously Kathy did.
It was probably a month later when she came up to me in the refectory one lunchtime.
May I join you?" Kathy asked, then before I had time to say a word she had sat herself at my table; she never gave me a chance to tell her that it wasn't convenient at that particular moment.
I'd spent quite a lot of time in the preceding couple of weeks, charming the socks off a particularly lovely little Swedish exchange student and I was hoping that on that particular lunchtime she was finally going to agree to accompany me on a date.
Yes, that is how I used to spend my spare time; I was an extremely successful wolf in sheep's clothing. Come on, I was young and having fun.
Kathy dived straight in and told me how the Jock who had driven off with her car had smashed it up. Not new news to me, as everyone in the college had heard the story by then. We had also heard that the police were threatening him with the charge of taking the car without consent, as well as being drunk in charge and reckless driving.
Kathy then went on to ask me if I had by any chance overheard any of the argument she'd been having with the Jock before he drove off in her car that night. When I said I had, she asked me if I would mind making a statement to the police.
Apparently there was some doubt as to whether he had permission to take the car. If Kathy had given him permission to drive it, she could well have been charged with aiding and abetting him. Apparently someone had been quite seriously injured when he crashed that car.
Well, I made my statement to the police and the girl I had been with that night made one as well. Most of the guys in the back of the Land Rover hadn't been aware of what had happened; they were otherwise occupied.
You know how things go - I just forgot about the whole thing again after that. What happened when it came to court, God only knows. But, obviously, no charges were laid against Kathy.
But, then a couple of weeks before Christmas, I received an invitation to the Hunt Ball in the mail. Not a function that I would normally choose to attend. You can probably guess whom it was from.
Now, if someone else is going to pay, I'm not averse to mixing with Hooray Henries. What they would make of me on the other hand was a different matter completely. To them, I was one of the hoi polloi. Mind I was a little taken aback by the cost of hiring a bleeding diner jacket.
Kathy picked me up from my house in a bloody Bentley, which turned out to be her father's company car, complete with his chauffeur behind the wheel. I got the feeling that she had decided that my old LR was the sort of vehicle she wouldn't want to turn up in at the Ball.
God, Kathy looked like a bleeding debutante or something, whereas I looked and felt like a trussed up chicken. Come to think of it, it was probably the first time I hadn't been wearing my Levi's in years. I wonder what they would have made of it if I'd worn my Levi's with a diner jacket that evening.
The night was interesting if nothing else. There were a lot of old farts there; oh, you remember what that guy said about hunting - "The unspeakable chasing the uneatable". Well, as far as most of the people I met that evening goes, he was definitely correct in that one.
I think I gave Kathy a bit of a shock, when she discovered that I could dance a passable waltz and I was no stranger to the fox trot. Although later when they started playing disco music, I was really on home ground.
Kathy and I didn't talk to each other all that much as she spent a high proportion of the evening dancing with her many admirers. I was a little pissed off over that as I thought I was supposed to be her escort for the evening.
She did find time to introduce me to her mother and father however. Her old man was something big in the hunt, God knows what. Her parents were polite to me, but that was all. Come on, you all know how to tell when mummy and daddy don't approve of whomever their precious daughter is fraternising.
Could be that was the reason for the Bentley. You know, 'hey, boy, get back into the hole you crawled out of; you're out of your class here.'
The chauffeur drove Kathy and me home – I don't know how her parents got to or from the Ball. There was no more than a peck on the cheek for a goodnight kiss. We never got close to each other in the car, as the bloody chauffeur had one eye on us all the time. Correction he had one eye on me! Smart guy, Kathy's father. The whole evening had been very formal and I could not really understand why Kathy had invited me along.
College had broken up for the holidays and I had a temporary job with the Post Office for the Christmas rush. I didn't see Kathy again until the new term started. On the third or maybe it was the fourth day back, she came up and plonked herself down at my table in the refectory again.
"Hi, Pete. Have I done something to upset you?" she asked.
"No, what makes you think that?"
"Well, you never called me over the holidays."
"Was I supposed to?"
"After the Ball, I thought you would call me and we would go out together again. You enjoyed my company at the Ball, didn't you?"
"Yes, Kathy, I did enjoy the time you spent with me at the Ball. What there was of it, that is! The rest of the time I was a fish out of water. Your friends aren't really my cup of tea."
"Christ, they aren't really my friends; they are daddy's hunting crowd. That was thoughtless of me, wasn't it? I'm sorry I didn't think that out very well, did I? But it was the first thing that came up that I could invite you to. It was apparent that you weren't going to make the first move."
"You thought I was planning on making a move on you?"
"Well, I have been waiting for it"
"Why?"
"Well, when you came back for me at The Flag."
"That was manners, Kathy, nothing more. I wasn't making a play for you that evening."
"Oh, I'm sorry I misread things. I thought you liked me, from the way you look at me."
I've got to admit I had perved Kathy quite a lot over the years. She did have a figure to die for!
"Don't get me wrong, Kathy. You are an extremely attractive young lady and I was proud to escort you to the Ball. But you've got to admit we don't exactly move in the same circles, do we? Tell me, just what did your parents make of your choice of escort to the Ball?"
That was a question Kathy chose carefully to avoid answering.
"I guess you're right. Is that why you've never asked me out in the past?"
Kathy was sounding slightly annoyed about something, not that I could figure out what. Come on, ladies, I was only a young man back then. How was I to know what goes on in the female mind? Shit, thirty years later and like most men I still can't figure how the female mind works.
"Sure is, girl, I know my limits and..."
"Whose knickers you can get into?"
"Pardon?"
"Come off it, Peter, you're one of the biggest wolves in this damned college. I know - I've watched you at work."
For a moment I didn't have a comeback for her statement. But it had annoyed me a little.
"Ah, cat's got your tongue now, hasn't it, Mr. Super Stud. I'll be honest; I really just wanted to see how you operated. But you've missed your chance now."
Kathy stood up and walked away. One of my friends who had been hovering nearby came over and sat in the chair Kathy had just vacated.
"What did the queen want?" he asked.
"To be honest, I haven't got the foggiest idea. You know she had me escort her to the Hunt Ball, don't you?"
"Who doesn't? We all thought she had the hots for you."
"No, I somehow don't think so. I get the feeling she was subtly putting me in my place. We were chaperoned so bloody tightly that night that I was lucky to get a kiss goodnight out of her. Perhaps she gets her kicks out of slumming it now and again."
"Well, at least you got one date with her."
"Yeah, you could look at it that way. But I get the feeling it was a no score win to her."
We both laughed and the subject was dropped. For the rest of my time in college, Kathy and I nodded to each other occasionally but I don't think we exchanged another word.
+++++++++++++++
About four years later, I was working in the design department of an office furniture company. It was slaving over drawing boards back then. None of this computer lark they use nowadays.
One Monday morning, I looked up from my drawing board when I heard one of the secretaries, Charlotte, showing a new girl around – new girls came and went frequently in that firm. To my surprise, it was Kathy who was being introduced around. As they came near my table I kept my head down until the last minute.
"And this is our resident wolf, Peter. You might think that the sales guys are wolves, but it's Peter here you have to be careful of. He can charm the birds out of the trees, can our Pete."
I'd better explain something here. Charlotte was engaged to a rather nice guy called Mathew. I liked the guy a lot, but he was on the quiet side. Now I did have a bit of a reputation as - oh, shit, word had got around the girls that I was good in bed, alright!
Anyway from what I had overheard or been fed, I'm not sure which. Charlotte had been a virgin when she got engaged to Mathew and no longer was. She apparently was not overly enamoured at Mat's prowess in bed and it was her intention to - how can I put it? - try me out for size. Anyway you get the idea.
Now, I like Charlotte, but she had always blown me off before she was hooked up with Mathew. Now she wanted my body and there was no damned way she was going to get it. Oh, yeah, I flirted with her and drove her bloody crazy, but I kept her at arms length. Unfortunately, Charlotte came to realise that I was taking the piss out of her and she didn't like it.
"Kathy and I are old frie ... acquaintances, aren't we, Kath? So you're wasting your time warning her about me, Charlotte," I said. "Don't listen to anything she says, Kathy. Charlotte is annoyed with me because I didn't take her to the party last Christmas."
"I'm sure my boyfriend would have liked that." Charlotte retaliated.
"He probably wouldn't have, but I'm sure you would have, Char."
"You bugger, you're incorrigible," Charlotte said as she led Kathy away on the rest of her tour. Kathy hadn't actually spoken to me; she had just given me what I can only call an embarrassed smile and a nod of her head.
I was sitting in the bar of the pub across the road from the office that lunchtime when Kathy came in with Margo, one of the other office girls. I slid into the corner of the booth I was in, so that they wouldn't see me and continued eating my lunch. Margo was my current squeeze and I didn't wish to get into an embarrassing situation.
The reflection in the mirror behind the bar allowed me to watch them as they purchased their drinks, then they made their way to the booth next to the one I was sitting in. I'm not sure what made me do it but I slid around the back of the booth so that I was then sitting just behind Kathy. They couldn't see me, as the dividing panels were so high. But I could hear what they were saying
I soon discovered that I was the subject of their conversation. I had been out with Margo quite a few times by then. Nothing serious - shit, I had never been serious about any girl up until then. Margo was telling Kathy about our dates. Then Kathy told Margo about me coming to her rescue one evening and how she had taken me to the Hunt Ball, but she went on to say that I had dumped her.
I couldn't believe what I was hearing. How could I have dumped her if we weren't dating in the first place? Christ, I just escorted her for one evening during which we had hardly spoken to each other.
What was it about this girl? Every time I came in contact with her, she somehow managed to put my nose out of joint. I slipped out of the booth and left the bar by the rear entrance.
I didn't see Kathy in the office for the rest of the week as the girls all worked on the floor below mine. The team I was on was working on a new line and we were putting in long hours starting early and finishing late. So we rarely saw the rest of the staff.
On the Friday evening I had a date with Margo and went to the cinema, then afterwards on to one of the local clubs. As I drove her home at about two in the morning, I wondered whether I was going to get lucky that night. Margo suddenly asked me a question that I was not expecting.
"So Pete what are you going to do about her then?"
"What are you on about now, Margo?"
"Kathy. What are you going to do about her?"
"Margo, what am I supposed to do about her?"
"Well, I think she's in love with you. But how she can be after the way you treated her, I don't know."
I realised that any chance of getting lucky that night had just taken a leap out of the window.
"Sorry, I'm not with you here. Just what am I supposed to have done to Kathy?"
"You led her on and then dumped her. She told me all about it."
"I'm glad she told you, but if I'd behaved in a dishonourable way towards her, I would surely know about it. Have you ever known me to be unpleasant to anyone? Not counting Charlotte, that is - I make an exception for her."
"Kathy told me that you ditched her without a by your leave."
"Margo, Kathy and I were never an item. At her request, I escorted her for one evening. During which, I might add, she spent most of her time with other guys. If anything, she left me standing around like a bloody lemon. Christ, I didn't even kiss her properly."
"Oh, that isn't how she sees it. She said that you fancied her at college and, after you gave her a lift home from a pub one night, she invited you out. She said she thought you were too shy to ask her out so she broke the ice. But she said you never called her again. When she next saw you in college, you insulted her parents or something. But I think she's in love with you."
"Well, she sees it her way and I see it mine. All I said to her was that her parents did not like the look of me. And I might have said that the Hunting crowd she hung around with, weren't my cup of tea. What happened between Kathy and I was a definite non-event, believe me."
Margo dropped the subject after that, and finally invited me in for coffee. I didn't get home until after ten on the Saturday morning.
+++++++++++++++
Margo and I kind of jogged along for about another six months and then she told me that she was looking for a more stable relationship. I did know that one of the chief designers had been after her for sometime. I always had the feeling that Margo was more interested in him than she made out. Could have been that she was using me and my reputation to try to make him jealous.



Well, it must have worked; they were married the following year. I've a hint here for you guys out there - "don't trust women".
It was at Margo's wedding that Kathy and I were forced together. Somehow Kathy and I were seated at the same table. All cleverly worked out, no doubt, by Margo. Everyone else on our table were, to put it bluntly, boring old farts. That virtually left Kathy and I with no one but each other to talk to.
So we danced together most of the evening. I noted that Kathy kept turning other guys down when they asked her to dance. I remember thinking, "How different from that Hunt Ball."
Just before Margo and her new husband left the reception to catch the plane for their honeymoon, Margo decided it was time to throw her bouquet over her shoulder.
You know the idea is the unmarried girl who catches it is supposed to be the next one who is going to get hitched. I'll give you one guess as to who caught the bleeding thing. Then she turned around threw her arms around my neck and kissed me.
To be honest, I'm not sure what came over me, but I kissed her back. In doing so, I caught Margo's eye, she winked at me and mouthed something to me but I have no idea what it was.
As the reception ended, Kathy asked me if I would give her a lift home. I explained that I didn't have my car with me as I only lived a stone's throw away. I told her I would call her a cab but Kathy looked disappointed. Then she asked if she could stay over at my place. I told her that would be fine as I had a spare room she could use.
There you go. You see, for all my bad boy reputation, I am a gentleman no matter what anyone says. What gets me is how she helped me make up the spare bed, showered in the guest bathroom and then waited until I was fast asleep before she sneaked in my room and crawled into my bed. Well, that's how I think it went. I'd had a few more than usual that night as I knew I wasn't driving home.
I really became compos mentis whilst Kathy was doing her cowgirl impression and one fine cowgirl she made. I suddenly realised what was going on and coming to my senses realised that I wasn't wearing a condom.
"Christ, girl, I hope you're on the pill." I said to her.
"I am at the moment, but I coming off them as soon as we are married. I want to have lots of children with you."
You know the strangest thing? I was quite happy with what she had said to me. I think that the thing I had never been able to get my head around was that I had fallen for her the first time I ever saw her. I can only assume it was some kind of prejudice thing that had kept us apart.
Well, we stayed in bed for most of the day. Not making love, just fucking the life out of each other. In the weeks that followed we made slow tender love but all that Sunday we fucked like bloody bunny rabbits.
After that day, being together seemed natural. I wasn't interested in other girls anymore, just Kathy. So Charlotte never did get what she wanted. She still holds it against me.
Kathy somehow persuaded her parents to accept me. Only I'm not sure they ever did really, but they loved their daughter and what she wanted, she got. Now that should have been a warning to me.
The wedding six months later was a big affair. Not my choice but it was what Kathy wanted and we moved into a nice house that Kathy's father gave her as a wedding present. No, I wasn't asked whether I liked the idea, but what idiot is going to turn down a bloody new house for free.
Kathy and I were extremely happy during the first couple of years of our marriage. The only problem we had was that Kathy wasn't getting pregnant. We both wanted children in the worst way and I think we were both becoming frustrated at our inability to get Kathy to conceive.
By the end of our fourth year of marriage we were into everything we could think of. All the tests had been done and we were both fine in that department. We were into keeping a close watch on her cycles and going crazy having sex when in theory she was at her most fertile.
But all our efforts came to nothing. Kathy's father even paid for IVF treatment but that was a bloody disaster as well. Our hopes were raised and then nothing.
By the end of our sixth year of marriage things were really falling apart. For some reason, somewhere along the line we had started blaming each other for not having any children. Now we both really knew that was stupid but that's what we did. Frustration, I guess.
We didn't make love anymore - we fucked when the timetable said we should and besides that we hardly ever spoke a civil word to each other. Well, you can guess where we were going and I think we could both see it months before we actually got into the divorce court.
Irreconcilable differences, that's what it said on the decree nisi. Kathy and I went our separate ways. She, of course, kept the house as her father had paid for it in the first place. To be honest I took very little with me when I left. It was a few years later when I actually realised how little I took and exactly what I left had behind; but that comes later.
By that time I was a respected designer within my company. After the divorce was final, I moved to my company's headquarters in Zurich, although I was never really happy living there. It did however get me well away from Kathy and all our mutual friends. And, of course, my oh-so-nice in-laws who were telling all and sundry that the divorce was all my fault.
So for the next couple of years, I did little more than work and sleep. Oh, I did the sightseeing thing around Zurich, but I was never at home there. I dated a couple of girls but my heart wasn't really in that either.
My newfound dedication to work had an unexpected influence on my career. After I had been in Zurich for some two years or so, I was summoned into the chairman's office one day where he informed me I was going back to England as head of the design department over-there and with a seat on the board of directors.
The next thing he told me was that my management team was flying in that very afternoon from England so I could be introduced to them. A pointless exercise, as they nearly all knew me from when I'd been one of the minions over there. Still if that's what the old boy wanted, that was what was going to happen. He said that it would help to establish my authority.
So that same evening, I was holed up in his office next to the conference room, waiting whilst the chairman and his cronies talked to my soon-to-be staff. When he decided it was the right time, I would make my entrance and he would introduce their new boss.
The light on the desk flashed and I opened the conference room door and walked into the crowded room. Crowded it might have been but there was only one face I saw. Kathy was sitting at the back and our eyes met instantly.
Oh, I did manage to get out my little speech. I had that well rehearsed. They all welcomed me and told me they were so pleased I was jumping right over their heads and that they would now all have to call me sir. And they told me how they were all going to jump through hoops for me. Christ, you all know the kind of bullshit I'm talking about.
But I wasn't really listening to any of it. I suppose most of it was or could have been sincere. But I was watching just one face all the time.
After all the formalities were over, we all went out for a meal. No, I didn't sit near Kathy. I sat with the big knobs and she sat with the minions. However when the dancing started later I noted that she wasn't on the floor, so I went over and asked her to dance.
Do I have to tell you how the rest of the evening went? Well, we danced and then we danced again. I, of course, had to circulate a bit, but after a little while I found myself back at Kathy's table and we danced again. And then again later.
We didn't talk whilst we danced, we just danced together and drank to much. Embarrassingly we woke up the following morning in my bed together. We both said it had been a silly mistake and we shouldn't have slept together. We decided that we would pretend the evening had never happened and then I rushed her to the airport to catch her plane.
Two weeks later I moved into a hotel in London. I was soon finding my feet as the boss of British design office. Kathy was in the same building somewhere but I never saw her as I was on the top floor nowadays.
Then one morning a few weeks later, it happened. My phone rang and a voice that I knew so well said. "Peter, I'm pregnant! What the hell am I going to do?"
"There's only thing you can do, girl"
"And what's that?"
"Marry the bloody father, of course; I would say that would be your best bet."
"Do you really mean that?"
"Yes."
"How long will it take to get a licence?"
"Buggered if I know. You'd better call the legal department and ask them."
"Bugger the legal department, are you coming home to dinner tonight."
"Steak?"
"Steak!"
"Meet at my car ASAP. You can leave your car here and I'll drive us home. Oh, and you'd better tell your boss that I've said you've got today and tomorrow off; I'll tell my secretary the same thing. And Kath?"
"Yes?"
"I love you!"
"I love you, too!"
++++++++++++
A lot of water has gone under the bridge since that day. I guess the stress of trying to conceive can sometimes prevent conception. The more frustrated you get, the harder it becomes to get pregnant. Remove the pressure and, hey, presto. We've got five children and seven grandchildren so far. Kathy and I had two boys and three girls.
The in-laws tried their hardest to get into my good books but I'm afraid I'll always bear a grudge. Kathy stays silent on the issue. Oh, and my company bought out Kathy's father's company when it got into financial difficulties. As I'm on the board of the parent company, I was his bloody boss until he retired. Something the old bugger never could get his head around.
Margo's been my PA for some years now and Charlotte - well her marriage to Mathew didn't last that long. Neither did her next three marriages from what I can make out, but I hear she took them all to the cleaners in the process.
Life goes on.
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As Always first things first. I thank my LadyCibelle and Techsan for their patience, proof reading, editing skills and of course encouragement. I'll add that we don't always see eye to eye, so I take full responsibility for any cock-ups in this story. *
The idea for this short story came from reading stories by two other writers, my friend Dynamite Jacks "Babysittin' Blues" and Dr_Knows "All My children" both enjoyable reads. The story bears no real resemblance to either story but I thought the reader might like to know what sent my mind off in this particular direction.
This can't be happening.
It was a day like any other. I'd been out of the office visiting the different sites where my building crews were working. I run a small building maintenance business. We had in the past done some new builds, but finding suitable sites had become a real pain in the arse. Repairs and the odd extension to private houses turned the money over quicker.
Anyway, as I arrived back at the office, some guy is waiting for me. He stood up as I entered the room and asked me, "Are you Mr. Steven George Best Harding?"
"Yes, I am," I replied.
I got a feeling I knew what was coming next. We have the odd dissatisfied customer and it wasn't unusual for folks to sue over it. Normally we managed to sort things out amicably. So amicably in fact that it wasn't unusual for those same moaners to come back to have another job done. So, you see, I wasn't particularly bothered. There was no way I was going to let whatever this was about go to court.
"I have a summons here for you sir. You are cited as co-respondent in the divorce of Mr. and Mrs. Powers and I have another summons issued in the name of Mr. Powers charging you with alienation of his wife's affections. And then there is a third claiming back payment of child support for the two children that Mr. Powers claims you sired."
With that the guy slapped three envelopes into my hand and walked out of the office. I didn't say anything other than to confirm my name; I was just too shocked to say anything else.
My secretary/receptionist Jean came around her desk, took me by the arm, lead me into my office and pushed me down into my chair. Then Jean picked up the phone and called my solicitor.
"Manny, get you arse over here to Steve's office, now! The shit has hit the fan big time. He's going to need you."
Manny must had said something back to Jean.
"I don't give a monkey's arse what you're doing, you big lump of lard. Get yourself over here now and start earning that bloody retainer Steve pays you or I'll personally cut your bloody balls off."
Jean doesn't mince her words. That's why I had her running the office. I employ a rough crowd. None of the guys would ever dare to talk back to her, Manny amongst them.
"Stay there, boss. I'm going to make a cup of tea, then we'll see what all this shit is about."
++++++++++++++++++
I suppose I'd better tell you a little about myself. I'm Steve George Best Harding. (My dad was into football. No, I never was - I couldn't kick a ball straight if my life depended on it). I'm thirty-five years old and have been married to my Annette, the oldest of three sisters for the last fifteen of them.
We've got two children, Rebecca, who's five, and Christina, who's four years old. No, we didn't plan on waiting all that long to have children; we started trying to have a baby from the first day of our honeymoon and, boy, did we try. But it turned out Annette had some internal abnormality - don't ask me, I'm not a bloody gynaecologist; I didn't understand a word of it.
It was nothing they couldn't get around; the end result was that Annette wouldn't be able to conceive in the normal manner. Once the problem was diagnosed, things were fairly easily rectified. The doctors just pointed us in the direction of the nearest IVF treatment centre. After a few months of messing around, an implant finally took and Rebecca popped into the world nine months later. As soon as possible after the birth, Annette went back to the clinic where they implanted a couple more embryos and Christina soon joined our happy little family.
Annette and I still enjoy a ... um, hectic sex life. I think Annette reckons we are going to prove the doctors wrong one-day. Hey, I'm happy to help her, although it can be quite tiring sometimes. Although it could be Annette just enjoys sex. I know I do.
The problem that I had by then was that Annette is what you might call very possessive and extremely jealous. Christ, it took years for her to get used to the idea of Jean working with me. Jean and Annette are great friends but if Annette got the wrong idea she'd go bloody bonkers.
But now, I had her sister's husband claiming that I was the father of his two small children and apparently actively suing me over it. Shit, if Annette got wind of this she would bloody kill her sister and me.
Jean, of course, realised the implications of the solicitor's visit. Jean knows Annette and me intimately. She also knew that it was all smoke, that there was no way I would ever cheat on Annette, but the slightest hint to Annette and God knows what would happen.
++++++++++++++
I think I sat in my office in a state of shock. Jean returned with a couple of mugs of tea. Then she opened the three envelopes and read the contents, huffing and puffing as she did so.
"Jesus, that's bloody impossible," she suddenly exclaimed. "Steve, you haven't done anything I don't know about, have you?"
I looked at her.
"There's a bloody DNA test here that claims to prove you are the father of Emma's twins."
"No bloody way. What do you think - I've got a bleeding death wish or something?" I replied.
"It doesn't make sense. It's got to be a mistake." Jean commented as she looked through the rest of the papers. "They say here that Malcolm Powers is definitely not the father of either of the children. Look, they must have got the samples mixed up. How the hell did they get a sample from you anyway?"
"Buggered if I know. But they can get DNA from cigarette ends and off beer glasses and things nowadays, can't they? That's what the police do, isn't it?" I suggested.
"No, damn it. I know where he got it. Remember a few of months back Malcolm was on about that bone marrow donor register. Didn't he talk you into going on it? Something about leukaemia and bone marrow donations."
"Shit, yes, I remember. He conned most of us at the golf club into signing up for it."
"The crafty bastard! He must have been looking for a DNA match. Did you mention it to Annette or anyone at home?" Jean asked.
"I don't think so. There was nothing to it. They just took a blood sample that's all. I figured I wouldn't tell Annette about it unless I got called to make a donation. But I doubted that would ever happen."
"Well, that's where the bastard got what he thinks is your DNA, from that bloody blood sample, but they must have gotten the samples mixed up somewhere along the line."
Just then Manny arrived and quickly Jean filled him in on what had happened. Manny being Manny and a solicitor to boot immediately assumed I was guilty. Why do solicitors assume that everyone is as sleazy and devious as they are?
Manny started harping on about hiding my financial assets so that Annette wouldn't be able to take me to the cleaners in the divorce settlement. Manny knew Annette just as well as Jean did.
"Look, Manny, I'm not the father of those kid's. I've never shag ... um, sorry Jean ... slept with Emma or anyone else come to that, since I started going with Annette."
"Well, that's not what this DNA report says," countered Manny as he thumbed through the papers.
"Well, they've messed it up and got the samples mixed up or something," I shouted at him angrily.
"I doubt it, Steve. This is one of the top labs in the country. They do all the police work. I can't see them making a mistake."
"Well, they fucking well have this time." I was livid now and I forgot my manners by swearing whilst Jean was in the room. "Look, for those kids to have my DNA, I would have to be their father. Since I've never had sex with their mother, then there's no fucking way I can be their father. So then those bloody tests have got to be wrong."
It was nearly 7 P.M. by then, way after the time I usually arrived home. Any moment I was expecting Annette to call and enquire where I was.
"Jean, do me a favour and ring Annette. Tell her we're caught up in something that I've got to get sorted out by this evening. I don't care what you say but I can't see her until I've got an explanation for this mess."
Jean called Annette at home but there was no answer. I was really worried. Annette should have been home cooking my evening meal. Had she already heard about all this and walked out on me without waiting to hear what I had to say.
I wouldn't put it past her. With Annette's temper, it's act first and ask questions later. Christ, I caught a beer in my face once when one of my client's wives gave me a peck on the cheek in the pub. She was thanking me for getting a job done well within the time it should have taken because they were having a family party.
Once the client explained things to Annette, she was very sorry for misreading what she had seen. Annette is from Irish stock. They can be very ... um, physical. Well, Annette demonstrates that in bed quite often.
Jean began dialling another number.
"Who are you calling now?" I enquired.
"Jean's mother. If the shit has hit the fan, she'll know."
Jean spoke to Annette's mother but I gathered she wasn't there. My mother-in-law spoke to Jean for some time; Jean was just saying things like, "Uh, hum" and "I see" in reply. Then she hung up.
"That doesn't make any sense." Jean said, "Apparently Annette is with Emma because Emma's husband has walked out on her. Surely Emma knows why he's gone. I'll phone her. She must have told Annette that you're not the father and Annette must have believed her. So it looks like your problems with Annette could be over before they began."
"Oh, yeah, and Emma could be lying in a pool of blood. Did you think of that?"
"In that case, why isn't Annette around here killing you as well?"
"Good point. Ah, hold on, Annette would never leave the kids on their own." I must admit I was feeling somewhat relieved, so some joviality crept in.
Jean made the call.
"Oh, halloo Annette, It's Jean from the office."
"Steve was worried and wondering where you were actually."
"Yes, I heard. Your mother told me. But do you know why?"
"Ah, well, yes, Steve knows as well. Someone delivered a couple of summonses here this afternoon."
I couldn't believe what I was hearing. Jean was telling Annette about the summonses. What the hell was the girl playing at?
"Okay, ten minutes. Bye." Jean put the phone down and turned to me. "Take it easy, Steve, I've just realised what has been going on here. But I think I'll let Annette sort this mess out. Where is that bottle of Scotch you keep hidden in here? I think you're going to need it."
+++++++++++++++++++++
Well, there it was. If you haven't sussed it by now you're as thick as I was. It turned out that Emma had the same problem as Annette. It's a genetic thing apparently. The trouble for Emma was that Malcolm Powers had a problem as well. I don't know how they did it, but somehow the two girls persuaded someone in the IVF centre to use Annette and my spare embryo's, and implant them into Emma. Two embryos took so Emma gave birth to twins.
So what was the outcome? Well, legally I'm financially responsible for Emma's children, Christ they are my kids really, But I'm suing the IVF clinic over that one. Manny reckons we'll take them to the cleaners. I have my doubts
Malcolm and Emma got back together eventually. I just can't understand why the girls didn't involve Malcolm and myself in the surrogate implant plan in the first place. Christ, I'm glad Malcolm isn't the physical type though, because he towers over me. But then he's an accountant - they always think money first, don't they?
Annette and I are divorced. Shit, she really could have dropped me in it big time. The girls let it slip that they were planning to try the same thing with their other sister. Christ, I would be financially responsible for a bloody football team by the time they finished.
The question now is how long I'm going to stay divorced from Annette. Christ, I love Annette, but she really needed to be taught a serious lesson. Hey, look, being single for a few months won't do me any harm. I've been laying all those women who have offered since I got married to Annette and she can't say a bloody thing about it.
I see the kids two or three times a week and sometimes a stay over, well quite often actually. Yeah. you get the idea. Annette walks around me like she's treading on broken glass so I don't think she will dare stray on me. I figure we'll get married again about Christmas time - we've been talking about it and I should have sown enough wild oats by then. And, of course, with any luck I should remain the dominant partner in our marriage afterwards.
Life goes on.
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As Always first things first. I thank my LadyCibelle and Techsan for their patience, proof reading, editing skills and of course encouragement. I might add that we don't always see eye to eye, so I take full responsibility for any cock-ups in this story.
*
When I married Amy, I didn't really know what I was letting myself in for. I didn't realise I was virtually marrying her sister Jill as well. Well, that's what it felt like.
You see, when I first met Amy, Jill's husband Ron was on a company posting in Singapore. Ron works for some bank in the city and they had sent him out there for a few years. Apparently he was in for a big promotion when he returned. Jillian had gone with him, of course, so when I met Amy and fell in love with her, I had no idea how close the two sisters actually were.
I knew that just after I had met Amy she had gone out to Singapore to visit her sister for a month or so and when she came back she did nothing but talk about Jill and Ron for weeks afterwards. Anyway Amy and I had been happily married for nearly two years when Ron and Jill returned to England.
I thought nothing of it when they found a nice house in the next street to ours. And in the beginning I didn't notice just how much time they spent at our house or how often I came home to find a note from Amy telling me we were eating at Jill's house that evening. She would never give me any warning like a phone call at work or anything. Just a note on the fridge saying "Dinner's at Jill's".
Okay, Jill is a nice girl, but to be honest with you Ron is a complete waste of space as far as I'm concerned. He encapsulates everything I don't like in life. He is, or rather was - he's getting on a bit now - a Yuppie. He works for a bank. No, not the sort of bank you find on the High Street. No, he works for one of these banks that buy and sell money on what they like to call the international money markets.
I didn't know. I think there's something immoral about buying and selling money and making huge profits out of it. Anyway this isn't the place to air my prejudices. Suffice to say I had to learn to tolerate Ron and his business associates.
Mind, he had to put up with the friends of mine whom I could still persuade to attend Amy and my parties once they had met Ron and his chums. Once I got used to the bugger, he wasn't all that bad. He just had a high opinion of himself.
Life with Amy was quite good, but after Jill and Ron returned, our sex life took a bit of a dive. There was no more slipping up for a quickie when I came in from work. No more sex anywhere any time, mainly because Jill was always there. When she was at our house, she rarely left until midnight and if Amy went around to Jill's place it was after twelve before she returned. With me rising at five every morning to get to the office, there wasn't much time for sex, except on the weekends.
Hold on, I suppose I'd better give you a few details about Amy. Thirty-two years old, she stands about five-six in bare feet and she has long blond hair. Slim with just the right size Bristol's' (she'll never need an implant). Could be she carries a little too much weight on her rear-end sometimes. But she keeps a close eye in it and when she feels it's required she'll spend some time at the gym correcting things. For Jill, read a twin of her sister and they always visit the gym together. Christ, I don't think they do anything apart. That includes going to the loo when we are out. But you all knew that, women always hold each other's hands when they go to the loo.
Anyway by the time we had been married six years I was just a little pissed off with having Jill and Ron's company "all" the time. Oh, I didn't say that Amy had been married once before I met her. I wonder now whether her first husband wasn't as tolerant as I am and got pissed off with living with Jill and Ron in his bloody pocket all the time.
I was looking for any way I could to separate the two girls, even if it was just for the odd weekend, when fate played me what I thought was a lucky hand. An old aunt of mine passed away. To be honest, I had almost forgotten the old dear existed. But the old girl was kind enough to leave me her little cottage in South Wales in her will. It was a tiny place with one bedroom and bathroom upstairs and small lounge-cum-kitchen on the lower floor.
Ideal, I thought for a holiday retreat and of course there was no room for Jill and Ron. I'm not sure that Amy was over-enamoured with the place at first but she soon fell in love with it.
At first I thought things were going well for us again. Could be we would get on and start a family. Amy, having had one marriage collapse, had been a little reticent about having children. We started going to South Wales about one weekend a month. Then one Friday I came home from work and on the Fridge door I found the ubiquitous note.
Cowboy
Jill and I have gone down to the cottage for the weekend. You boys behave yourself whilst we're gone. Don't you and Ronny go getting up to any mischief? I've seen the way the girls look at you down the Golf Club.
Amy
Oh, the cowboy bit? I'd rather not say, but I will to keep you happy. When I was younger, I used to ride horses. I gave up when I married Amy, because she could never see the fascination in riding. The only folks she ever saw riding horses were cowboys on the TV. So she claimed I was a frustrated cowboy. Hence the name and, unfortunately, quite a few people have taken to using the name for me. Well, if you can't beat them, join them; I answer to the name Cowboy nowadays.
Well, Ron turned up at my house once he had gotten home from his office and had discovered a similar note from Jill. I could tell he was about as enamoured as I was that the girls had gone off without us. To keep myself from having to put up with just Ron's company that evening I suggested that we go out to the Golf Club to eat.
We darned near spent the whole weekend there. Mind you, that had its drawbacks, as Ron is bloody useless at snooker. But then again, he's better than I am at golf, so I managed to win back the money that I had lost to him on the greens.
Did I show my anger that Amy and Jill had gone off to the cottage without warning me in advance, when they returned? Like a bloody idiot, no, I didn't! I loved Amy so I played the loving husband when she got back on that Sunday evening. Oh, and Amy tried to kill me and wear the bed out that night. Hey, kinky - Amy couldn't get enough of me that night. Every time I climaxed she'd go down on me to get me back on duty. I had to take Monday off of work because I was so knackered.
Amy, of course, was off to see her sister at what seemed to me like the crack of dawn that Monday morning. I was still in bed at 3 o'clock in the afternoon when Amy returned with Jill. They had Ron in tow. Apparently Jill had tried to kill him as well, so he had taken the day too.
Two weeks later Amy and I had another weekend at the cottage. We had a great time. Being at the cottage without Jill and Ron was like being on honeymoon again. I really looked forward to our little breaks there, even if the drive was a pain in the arse.
I must admit I was surprised, and pissed off, again a fortnight later, when I got home on the Friday evening to find yet another note from Amy. Once again, she had taken off with Jill to the cottage for the weekend. I can't say Ron was very happy either. But like a numskull, I let it pass again. However I noted that Ron wasn't taking it as easily as I was. He never said anything, but I knew the guy quite well by then and I could almost hear the little cogs going around in his head.
But you've got to understand Ron and the way his mind works. As I said, he's an arsehole. Well, maybe I didn't say that, but he is. He wasn't so much annoyed that Jill had gone off to spend a weekend away without him. I think it was where she had gone that irked him.
The cottage belonged to me and Ron didn't like that. That's what his problem was. He was the big man who worked in the city and made all the money. Whereas I missed my wife and had to put up with the Pratt, he was more upset that it was Amy and my cottage the girls had gone to.
It was the same when the girls returned. Both of them tried to kill us with love and after that it became a regular thing. Every other weekend either Amy or I or Amy and Jill took off for the cottage.
That is until Ron dropped the bombshell on us that he'd splashed out and bought a villa in Spain. I could see his reasoning - he had trumped me on the cottage. There was no way I could afford a villa in Spain.
The trouble was, nipping down to Southern Spain isn't quite as easy as driving down the M4 motorway. Jill and Ron (all right, often with Amy and I in tow) would fly over there for a week or so at a time.
It didn't make too much difference to Amy and my getaways to South Wales. And it didn't make too much difference to the girls' trips down there either.
Alright, some of you less trusting individuals might ask, what are the girls getting up to in South Wales without their husbands? Well, to be honest I'm damned sure my Amy didn't get up to anything she shouldn't. The cottage was in a small village and Amy and I had become quite well known there. The trouble with small villages is that everyone knows everybody else's business and they couldn't keep their mouths shut.
So don't worry, in the village pub I heard about every little indiscretion, no matter how slight (what there was of them) that went on. If somebody had brought the girls a drink at the dance in the hotel in town, I heard about it in the pub. I knew the name of every guy they danced with and actually which taxi driver drove the girls home after the dance. Any strange car parked at the cottage would be reported back to me sometimes before the next time I went into the pub. So I had no worries there.
God, there was nothing that I didn't hear about. From the actual time that they arrived, to the time they started to pack the car for the journey home. I not only knew what jumble sales or antique shops they visited, but what junk they had brought there and how much they paid for. Interesting that one, how things somehow got cheaper by the time they arrived back at the house in London.
So you see I had no worries about what was going on in South Wales. But I can't say the same for the next shock Amy dropped on me. The announcement that Amy and Jill were popping over to the villa in Spain for a couple of weeks was dropped on both Ron and I, whilst we were all eating dinner in a restaurant one evening.
I'll give it to Ron, he took it in his stride, and encouraged the girls to go. Could be he was trying to rub my nose in it. Now he could play the big man with the second home in the sun.
The girls flew out the following weekend. Two weeks later they were back and saying what a great time they had had. That evening Amy tried to kill me yet again and once again I missed going to work on the Monday morning.
A few weeks later Jill and Ron slipped back over to Spain for a week of so. It was nice to have my loving wife to myself for a while. But I could tell she was missing her sister. For the rest of the year things were back to normal, with the girls or Amy and myself going down to the cottage every other weekend.
Jill and Ron went off to Spain for Christmas. Much to Amy's annoyance, I refused to go saying that I wanted to see my family over the holidays. In the end, Amy agreed with me and we visited her folks as well.
It was around the following Easter time that Amy announced that Jill and she were going over to Spain for another couple of week's break. Neither Ron nor I could go along as we were both too tied up at work.
The girls came back sporting really nice sun-tans and revelled in telling us how they had both spent nearly all their time out in Spain sunbathing, whilst Ron and I had been at home with the rain.
Yes, once again Amy tried to kill me with sex. I was beginning to think that it was about time I checked on my life insurance policies, to see whether Amy had increased any of them lately.
Ron and Jill went out to the villa for a week about a month later. I was really beginning to enjoy it when they went to the villa. I'd get my wife back for a whole week at a time. But Jill and Ron had only been back a couple of weeks when Amy and Jill said they were going out there again.
To be honest I was really pissed off about it and I let Amy know in no uncertain terms. Her first excuse was that her suntan had almost completely faded and she was jealous of Jill's. Then she said that Jill was going to go even if Amy didn't and she couldn't let her sister go out there on her own. So in the end I relented and they left on the Saturday morning.
It was on the Monday at work that I really flipped. Some of the younger guys were crowded around one of the computers making the kind of comments that young guys make when they are looking at porn. Out of interest I strolled over to see what all the excitement was about. The youngster had brought up a porno site and they were making comments about how far the girl in the movie had this guy's massive cock down her throat.
But that wasn't what caught my eye. What I saw were the two little triangles of white skin on the girl's chest. She was sporting a bloody good suntan; as good as Amy's had been when she came back from Spain at Easter. But somehow I didn't remember those triangles where her bikini top should have covered her breasts.
Come to that I didn't remember seeing the triangle where Amy's briefs should have been either. Now that bloody villa had a communal pool and there was nowhere that the girls could have sunbathed in the nude. Well, not in private anyway, and I did not like the idea of my wife being in the nude in public.
I went back to my desk but I didn't get much in the way of work done that afternoon. Amy was not one to have lain by that communal pool naked. Christ, I doubt the other residents would had stood for it anyway. So just where had she been when she got that all over tan?
The problem worried me all afternoon. Later that afternoon I came up with the only answer I could think of. The girls were going to someone else's villa, one with a private pool area. The silly thing was the only person I could remember that we had met over there who had a private pool was the Major. He was an old guy; he must have been at least sixty-five or seventy if he was a day. But then I remembered something else - I remembered Ron commenting about the bulge the Major had in his shorts.
"I'll bet he was a right Casanova, in his day." Ronny had said to me. Now I was suddenly beginning to think, "I ain't too sure about the 'was' bit, Ronny my boy". He had looked pretty fit to me and could still be very active at sixty-five. And then of course there's always Viagra nowadays.
I called and booked the flight from my desk, then went in and told my boss I was taking a few days off. For some reason he never questioned why. It could have been because of the look on my face. After rushing home and throwing a few things into a bag, I just managed to make the afternoon flight out of Gatwick.
My mobile phone rang whilst I was at the car hire desk. It was by then half-past seven London time. When I checked the caller ID, it said it was Amy calling. I let the call go to voicemail because if I had answered it she might well have heard voices speaking Spanish around me. I still had a long drive to the villa ahead of me. If Amy suspected I was in Spain, she and Jill would then have plenty of time to make any necessary arrangements; you understand what I mean.
I listened to the recording after I was safely settled in my hire car and there where no untoward background noises that could interfere should it be necessary for me to call Amy back. I pushed the play message button.
"Cowboy, where the hell are you? Ronny just called and says you're not home from work yet. He's waiting to go to the Golf Club, poor dear. Give him a call, will you? I think he's worried."
With that she hung up. No "I love you" and she didn't say that she was worried about me. Just that Ron was worried. I was really pissed off at that. I just turned my phone off and started on the hour's drive to the villa.
I arrived there just in time to watch Amy and Jill come trotting out of the front door and join the Major in his Mercedes convertible. Jill sat in the front with him and Amy in the back. They drove off with me following at a discrete distance in my hired Seat. Out on the coast road they pulled into a rather touristy restaurant-cum-night-spot. Handy for me as the place was crowded with coach parties.
After giving them time to get settled, I followed them in. The bar in the place was on a higher level than the main restaurant with its dance floor and stage. When I got inside, the cabaret of traditional Spanish flamenco dancing was going on. I spotted the girls and the Major sitting at a table down by the dance floor. Their meal was just being served.
At first I was relieved that Jill was sitting beside the Major and Amy was siting opposite them, but then I noticed that the fourth place setting hadn't been removed. Then some guy turned up and sat alongside Amy. I sat at a table by the edge of the balcony that the bar was on and watched them eat their meal.
When the dancing started, I watched Jill and the Major get up first. It looked to me as if Amy was telling the guy she didn't want to dance. But later, after she had had a couple more drinks, she got up and danced with him to the faster numbers. But she quickly returned to her seat when the slow numbers started.
As far as Jill was concerned she was canoodling with the Major like a bloody teenager. It was apparent to me that Amy was trying to prevent the guy she was dancing with getting too close. I was just getting to the point where I was going to go down and interrupt the happy party when all hell broke loose. Spanish police came running in and there was pandemonium for a few minutes, before like everyone else I realised that there had apparently been a bomb threat and for safety the place had to be cleared.
You wouldn't believe it but the girls and the Major walked right past me without recognising me. I did keep me face averted while they passed but I made sure to bump into the guy that Amy had been dancing with as he followed them out.
In the car park the four of them stood and talked for awhile. I know I'm not a lip reader but I somehow got the idea that Jill and the Major were trying to talk Amy into riding with the other guy. After maybe ten minutes I saw that Amy had acquiesced and she started walking over to the guy's car with him.
Now it was time for me to act or my marriage would be over. Assuming, that is, that it wasn't over already. I got into the Seat and drove it across the car park and stopped in front of the guy's Mazda just as he was about to pull away.
I just sat there looking at Amy as the guy shouted obscenities at me telling me get out of the way and waved his arms about. I watch the look of horror come over Amy's face as she realised who was driving the Seat. She screamed so loud that both Jill and the police heard her.
Within moments the Spanish police were heading in our direction. Strangely the closer they got the more agitated the guy seemed to get. Amy opened the car door and got out, I could see a look of apprehension on her face. As she started to walk towards me, I slipped the Seat into gear and drove out of the car park. Down the road a little way, I pulled into a side turning and sat there watching the main road.
Shortly the Mazda drove past very fast, followed a little later by the Merc. I noted that both the girls were sitting in the back seat of the Merc now, whereas Jill had travelled in the front seat with the Major on the journey to the restaurant.



I didn't follow them closely this time. I figured they were returning to the villa. As I arrived there, the Major was just driving away in his Merc, alone.
I drove up a turning that allowed me to park and look down onto the villa. Then I settled myself down for the night. Out of interest I turned my mobile back on. Hey, the thing went crazy, Amy called me six times before she gave up and apparently went to bed. I spent an uncomfortable night in the little Seat.
About eight in the morning, the Major pulled up in his Mercedes. I must say things got a little comical then. He knocked on the door and Jill answered. For a moment it looked like he was going to go inside the villa, but Jill stopped him. Then the pair of them started looking around. I realised they were looking for me, but for some reason they didn't look up the hill to where I was. I think they thought I might have been in one of the other villas. That would really have been the easiest place to spy on them from.
Amy joined them and obviously an argument occurred inside. I watched a couple of the neighbours earwigging. There was lots of walking up and down and a lot of finger pointing. Then I saw Amy get her mobile out of the pocket of the jeans she was wearing, and punch a couple keys. The sudden noise in the car as my mobile rang again surprised me; Amy was obviously trying to call me again. I let it go to voice mail; but Amy didn't leave a message. She put the phone away and started on at Jill again.
I don't know but they must have been out there for an hour before a taxi pulled up and to my surprise Ron got out of it. God, I wish I could have heard what they were saying to each other. Ron took Jill off to one side of the yard for a few minutes and then came back and talked to Amy. The Major was looking a little uncomfortable to me. Then Ron completely surprised everyone and walked over to another villa and talked to a guy who had been watching the charade for most of the morning.
After maybe ten minutes Ron came striding back like a man on a mission. He walked right up to the Major and landed one right on his nose. The Major went down like a sack of coal. I get the feeling that he had no right to use the title of Major. Any army man would have seen Ron's punch coming a bloody mile away.
Ron shouted something at the girls and then got back into his taxi that had waited for him and left, only moments before the police arrived. The whole scene then turned into complete pantomime. Two officers got out of their car to find Amy and Jill crying on each other's shoulders. The Major was staggering about with blood pouring from his nose. Whilst a couple of the neighbours were apparently attempting to render first aid to him, at the same time they tried to explain to the two Spanish police officers what the hell had happened.
Once an ambulance arrived the two policemen threw their arms in the air and got back into the police car and left. The ambulance took the Major away, and then Amy and Jill were accompanied back into the villa by some of the neighbours. A little later a guy came out and brought his car over. I watched as the girls' cases were put into the car and the girls were driven away. I assumed to the airport.
That left me with a problem. If I went to the airport now I was likely to run into the girls and probably Ron as well, something I wasn't in a hurry to do. I wanted Amy to stew for a while. My only option was to drive to another airport, which I did. The next nearest one with scheduled flight to London was a hundred odd miles away so the journey on unfamiliar roads took me some time.
I had to stay over another night, as I couldn't get a flight. So it was Thursday afternoon when I caught the transfer bus from Heathrow to Gatwick so that I could collect my car. Once in the car I could charge my mobile again as the damn thing had gone flat on the previous afternoon. I had a long list of voice mail messages and I was about to start going through them when the bloody phone made me jump as it started ringing.
Caller ID told me it was my father calling me. Trouble I knew, because Dad doesn't like mobiles but he was calling me from the one I insisted he kept in his car in case he had a break down.
"Hi, dad. How are you."
"What the hell is going on, son?" my father demanded. "Amy was around here this morning asking if we knew where you were."
"Amy and I are having a few problems, dad. Now don't you and mum go getting all upset about it."
"Upset! Amy's crying her bleeding eyes out. What the hell have you been up to?"
"I haven't been up to anything, dad. It's Amy who has got something to hide. Tell me, was Jill with her?"
"No, Amy was on her own. But what do you mean Amy has got something to hide?"
"Well, that's the problem, dad. I don't know what she's got to hide. But I figure if I make her sweat long enough and don't tell her what I know she'll either tell me the truth or leave me and, to be honest, I'm beginning to think I don't care which she does."
"Come on, son, you can't be throwing a good marriage away over nothing."
"Where did you get the idea it was a good marriage, dad. My marriage to Amy has been very one sided. The most important person in Amy and my marriage up to now has been her sister Jill."
"Oh, I never realised. I knew they were close, but not that close."
"Well, Amy has got to make a decision on who she wants to spend her life with - Jill or me. Mind, I need to know exactly what they've been getting up to together first. So if Amy's still there, don't tell anything or we've got no chance of salvaging anything."
"All right, son. I promise you, your mother and I won't stick our noses in. When will you be home?"
"Well, I'm at the airport now. You can tell Amy she had better be home when I get there or I'm just going to pack and leave again."
"Don't go doing anything silly, son."
"I need to keep the pressure on her, dad. I need Amy to think she's about to lose me. I need to know if she wants our marriage to go on."
"I think I understand what you're up to, son. But you're playing a dangerous game. You could lose her."
"It could be I'm late on the playing field, dad, and the game's half over before I started playing. I could have lost the game already."
My dad hung up and I started my journey home. My mobile rang several times on the journey. Twice the ID said it was Amy's mobile and the last time it was our home phone calling. I didn't answer.
As I pulled into our drive, Amy opened the door and just stood there. I got out of the car and pushed past her into the house without saying anything to her.
I made my way directly to our bedroom and picked up the case Amy had just used on her trip to Spain. Tipping the remaining contents on the floor I proceeded to pack some of my own clothes in it.
"What are you doing? Oh, god, please can't we talk about this?"
"Go on then, Amy, start talking."
"I only danced with the man, honestly."
"So where were you going in his car then?"
"You saw they closed the night-club because of a bomb threat. Sean was just driving me back to the villa."
"Why weren't you going back with Jill and the Major? That's how you got to the night-club, wasn't it?"
"Because Jill and the Major were going back to his place. That's why."
"And you didn't want to go?"
"No, Jill was going to sleep with him. But I think you know that."
"So you planned on sleeping with the other arsehole at Jill's villa then."
"No, how could you think I would do such a thing. I wouldn't do anything like that and you know it!"
"Wouldn't you?"
"No, you know I wouldn't."
"Do I? Do I have any idea what you would do behind my back Amy? Tell me, would I expect my loving wife to lay around some arsehole's swimming pool in the nude, sunbathing. Would I expect my wife to show her most private parts off to all and sundry?
"Oh, my god, how did you know?"
"Come on, if you showed him your body, how far did you let him go? Did he rub your sun screen on for you?"
"No, he didn't, Jill put it on my back for me. Jeff, the Major put it on her. Look I know it was wrong to sunbathe in the nude at Jeff's place. But the first time I did it, I was drunk. We had gone up there for the afternoon. I didn't know that Jill had a thing going with Jeff."
"Are you sure about that? Listen, Amy, I've had just about as much as I can take. If I catch you lying to me, I'm out of here and we are finished. So make your bleeding mind up what you want. Are you going to be honest with me or am I leaving?"
"I'm sorry, that was a lie. Jill's had a thing going with Jeff since last year, when we first went out there. Christ, she even told me that she got to spend some time with him when she was out there with Ron. Ron went out on a boat, fishing or something. Jill gets seasick so she slipped away to meet Jeff."
"So who were you with, when Jill was with Jeff?"
"No one honestly. I just played gooseberry most of the time. Christ, they never had sex or anything in front of me. But, of course, I knew what they were doing. They would go into Jeff's bedroom whilst I stayed by the pool."
"So no one else saw you in the nude besides Jeff then?" I asked that question in what I thought was a threatening tone. I hoped I was hinting that I already knew the answer.
"Well, yes, a couple of Jeff's friends came around and saw both Jill and I in the nude on occasions. Look, the first time I took my bikini off, I was drunk and there was only Jill and Jeff there. Jill took hers off and persuaded me to take off mine. I knew I shouldn't do it but I was drunk. Once I'd done it the first time, I couldn't see the point in being coy. It was only Jeff there and he had seen me naked by then anyway.
"Then one day I was nude and I fell asleep under the sunshade. When I woke up, there were two other guys there. Christ, I had a bloody fit and covered myself up with a towel.
"One of them came over and said I had a nice body and I shouldn't hide it. I think he wanted to chat me up. I told him it was your body and only your body. I think he got the hint."
"He didn't say or do anything else then?" Amy didn't stop to think she just blurted out.
"Yes, he did. He snatched my towel away from me and said he didn't want to touch just look. I put my bikini back on and told him that was all he was allowed to see from then on."
"And that was the only time?"
"No, I think you know it wasn't. A couple more times guys and girls showed up at Jeff's place. The girls all stripped off, the moment they got out by the pool. I don't know. I think I'd got used to the idea of being naked. No one seemed to take any notice so I just stayed naked as well, but honestly no one ever touched me. Except for when Jill and another girl put sunscreen on my back for me. No men ever, I swear."
"I find it hard to believe that any man could keep his hands off your body. I know I have difficulty."
"Ah, well there were occasions when some of them did require a little persuasion to keep their hands to themselves. But I've got my little friend here." Amy reached into her hand bag and pulled out what looked like a short metal bar about six inches long with a round knob on one end.
"God, what the hell's that, a bloody dildo?"
"Don't be silly love, it's my leveller." Amy gave a flick of her wrist and the bar sprung out until it was about twenty inches long. "It's the same cosh as the police use nowadays. Small discrete but extremely effective, I got hold of it in Barcelona. When the guy's see this, they soon keep they're distance. One blow can break an arm."
"Jesus, is that legal in this country?"
"I don't know, but it works. Jeff had a party one night and some guy said he wasn't going to take no for an answer. Jeff told me later that I broke his arm. After that I had a reputation and all the guy's have always behaved like gentlemen around me."
"Why the hell were you mixing with these arseholes, anyway?"
"I couldn't leave Jill on her own. I love my sister, but she's a fool to herself sometimes. God, if I didn't try to keep her in check, she'd have been working for some pimp by now. Jill never has been able to keep her legs crossed."
"Does Ron know what she's like?"
"I think he must do. I believe he's caught her a few times in the past."
"Jesus Christ, you can't go through life as her minder."
"Don't you think I realise that now. I'm not daft. I knew what you thought when you saw me with Sean in that car. At that moment I thought I was going to die. But Sean was just giving me a lift home honestly. Oh, he would like to get friendly with me, but I put him straight on that, last year. Now he just flirts with me and then plays like I've broken his heart.
"The party was going to be at Jeff's place later that night and I was tired. I have tried never to take any risks; there would have been a lot of drink at the party. I try not to get drunk around Jill's friends.
"Sean's a bit flash but he knows me quite well. Christ, the poor sod nearly shit himself when you blocked him in. He thought you were a police car at first. I don't think he wanted to be around the police."
"So you are trying to tell me that you've never been unfaithful to me."
"Yes, since we've been married, I haven't done more than give the odd kiss to another man."
"Are you sure? I told you I will not stand for any lies." Amy thought for a moment.
"Oh shit, no, that's wrong. Thomas. Thomas Evens. Jill has a thing going with his brother, David."
"You mean she's shagging him?"
"Yes."
"In my bed at the cottage?"
"Oh, God, no, that's my bed as well you know. I think they use a blanket on the floor in the lounge. I always went to bed so I'm not sure. Jill would have a shower before she came to bed."
"And Thomas?"
"Oh, shit, yes, Thomas. Well, I had a couple of drinks too many one evening. Something I've made sure never to do again around Jill. I was dancing with Thomas at the hotel. David drove us home in his car and, on the way, Thomas and I, well, we were kissing. Look, I was drunk, and for a moment I thought I was with you. Don't ask my why, I don't know, I told you I was drunk. God David looks so much like you."
I have to admit he does, but I didn't say that to Amy
"Thomas got his hands into my blouse in the back of the car and got my tits out. Then Jill said something that brought me to my senses. I pushed Thomas off and smacked him around the face. Then I wouldn't let David come into the cottage that night. David made sure that no one tried it on with me after that, as he never got into Jill's knickers that night."
"Go on, Amy girl. Its about time you let your hair down!"
"Pardon? Oh, my God, how do you know what Jill said to me in the car that night?"
"You'd be surprised at what I know about you and your sister, Amy."
"Oh, God, I'm sorry. I love you, please don't leave me?"
"Well, one of us has got to go." Amy's face was aghast. "It's either your sister or me. You choose and please make your mind up quickly."
"I made my mind up outside the villa in Spain and I told Jill I wanted her to get out of my life on the plane home. I told her if she had cost me another husband I'd most likely kill her."
"You had the same thing happen with your first husband?"
"Well, not exactly, no. I found him and Jill in my bed together."
"Jesus Christ! And you forgave her?"
"Yes, she convinced me that he had seduced her. Like a fool I believed her."
"Jesus, girl, are you stupid or something? Your sister jumps into bed with any guy who comes along. And you take her word for it that your husband seduced her?"
"Well, not exactly. But he cheated on me, so I would never have been able to trust him again, would I? But Jill was my sister, so I forgave her in the end."
"You know, I think the first thing we've got to do tomorrow is take you to a bloody shrink. Amy, I never thought I would say this to you, but you can be one dumb bitch sometimes."
"I know, But I'm your dumb bitch. Look, in the future, will you tell me when I'm doing something stupid? Hey, hold on a minute, if you knew about Jill and David. Why the hell didn't you do something about it?"
"Maybe I'm dumb as well, but I never could stand Ron. The bugger has always got right up my nose. Whilst you were behaving yourself, I wasn't worried. But I know everything you did in South Wales, don't you worry.
"Bill?"
"Yes."
"Isn't it about time we started that family?"
"It could be."
"I love you."
"Well, then, get your bloody clothes off and let me see that tan then."
===========================
I've got to say I'm not very proud of what I did, but I had little choice. I have to admit that it was touch and go there for a while. I'm as sure as I can be that Amy, besides sunbathing in the nude in Spain, behaved herself.
After all her fidelity had been pretty well tested in South Wales. I never did tell Amy that I had spent a lot of time down there as a child. I'm damned if I'm going to tell her the guy who picked Jill up the first time they went down there was a distant cousin of mine and one of my oldest and best friends.
And I'm definitely not going to tell her that Dave's brother, Thomas, was not the only guy whom I had charged with the job of testing Amy's resistance to being seduced. Mind, Thomas did get the closest, and I was pretty worried that week, I'll admit. But all of the others, Amy shot down well before they were anywhere near close.
I suppose Amy's story about thinking Thomas was me when she was drunk that night, could hold water because Thomas and I were often mistaken for brothers in our younger days. We still are come to that.
Okay, what else could I have done? I suspected that Jill was a slut, and Amy was sticking to her like glue. What the hell would have happened if I'd told Amy outright to stay away from her sister? Yeah, she would have liked that, wouldn't she? Try coming between two close sisters
No, it was a decision she had to make for herself. Amy had to distance herself from Jill.
I let Thomas and the boys loose on Amy because I needed to know what she would do when I was not about. I think she proved herself to me.
Oh, in case your wondering. I trust David and Thomas with my life and my wife. I saved David's life once when he was thrown from a horse when we were young. He says can never do enough to repay me.
Life goes on.
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*
"How was your meal this evening, Mrs Letterman?" the waiter asked as he placed a cup of coffee in front of her.
"It was perfect as it always is here, Mario. You can tell the chef I'd like to take him home with me. I've never been disappointed with a meal here yet."
Thank you, Mrs Letterman. Karl will be pleased. He takes a lot of pride in his work."
Out of the corner of her eye, Mrs Letterman was watching a man, who had been sitting over the other side of the dining room, slowly rise from his chair, leaving his pretty young companion still sitting at the table, as he had done every evening since Mrs Letterman had arrived. He made his way out onto the hotel balcony where selecting his usual chair he turned it around then sat down in it facing the sunset. A golden retriever dog who had been sunning itself in the last rays of the sun moved over and sat at the man's feet.
"Mario, can you tell me who that man is that just went out on the balcony? I find his face so familiar."
"That's Colin Marsh, Mrs Letterman, the famous author. If you've read any of them you have probably seen his picture on his books and he's been on television quite a few times. Mr Marsh spends a lot of his time with us." Mario turned and gestured at the young lady who had been left at the table. "The young lady with him is his secretary, Katherine. Very pretty, isn't she."
"Yes, she reminds me of myself when I was her age."
"If you don't mind me saying, Mrs Letterman, I remember you were extremely pretty as a young lady; you had all our pulses racing back in the old days. I must say you still are a very beautiful woman. Mr Letterman is a very lucky man."
"You flatter me, Mario. But some men do not realise what they have got until it's too late."
"I'm sorry, Madam." Mario didn't understand what Mrs Letterman was getting at.
"Never mind, Mario, it's not important, Thank Karl for the lovely meal for me."
Mario, realising that he had been dismissed, retired from the table.
Mrs Letterman watched Colin Marsh through the window as she drank her coffee. He sat almost motionless staring into the distance, one hand gently stroking the dog's head. When she had finished her coffee, Mrs Letterman stood up. For a moment she hesitated, undecided, thinking about her next action, then having made her decision, she walked out onto the Balcony.
Before her was a view of the sea, with the cliffs leading away to the headland in the far distance. Colin Marsh was the only other person on the balcony; his gaze remained apparently locked on the distant headland. He had made no sign that he was aware of her presence.
"Lovely view, isn't it?" Mrs Letterman said as she got near to him.
"Yes," was his only reply.
"I love watching the sun go down over the headland."
"Yes."
"I like, the way the colours change as the sun gets lower."
"Yes." Still Collin Marsh did not turn his head in her direction. Mrs Letterman tried a different tactic.
"I'm sorry, that was very un-thoughtful of me. I'm disturbing you."
"No, you didn't disturb me. I see this view every night when I lay in bed; it's burned into my brain. I sit on this balcony at sunset whenever I'm at this hotel and live it again." Colin Marsh's eyes hadn't moved from the headland; he still didn't turn and look at the beautiful woman standing close to him.
"You've been here before?" she continued.
"Many times."
"It's nice here, and I love the view. Especially at sunset."
"There's some views that you can never forget. This view is very special to me."
"If you don't mind me asking, Mr Marsh. I know from your books that you've travelled all over the world. What makes this view so special to you?"
"What would you like the long or the short story, Mrs Letterman?" Still the man's head didn't turn towards her.
"Oh, you know my name. Either story - I've got plenty of time."
"I heard Mario talking to you in the dining room at breakfast." Collin Marsh was silent for a few moments; Mrs Letterman thought he was steeling himself before he continued. "Many years ago when I was a very young man, I used to sit on that parapet over there in the evenings, with a young lady. Otterley -- Otterley Allen was her name, a young lady that I loved very much.
"But then I was only fifteen years old and I never did get up the courage to tell her how I felt about her at the time. We sat there on that balustrade every evening for two weeks and talked about anything and everything. Now, whenever I come back here to this hotel, I sit here and watch the one love of my life, sitting there on that balustrade. I can see her sitting there now in my minds eye."
"What happened to her?"
"When the holiday finished, it was over."
"Didn't you write to her or anything? She might have felt the same way about you."
"Oh, I intended to write to her, but on the journey home we had an accident. I was unconscious for many months. When I came out of the coma, no one could find her address. My father's car and almost everything in it, had been totally destroyed."
"Surely the hotel could have given Otterley's address to you."
"I was just a child back then. It was many years before I thought of getting in touch with the hotel. By the time I did, she had moved home."
"So you gave up on looking for her?"
"No, I come back here each year. I watch her sitting on the balustrade over there, and I remember that summer."
"From what you say I assume that you haven't found anyone for whom you have the same feelings."
"You assume correctly. There can only one girl of my dreams."
"Not even your beautiful young secretary?"
"Katherine," Colin smiled to himself, "Is certainly a beautiful young lady, and I've become very attached to her in the last five years. I really don't know what I'm going to do when she's not around anymore."
"She's leaving you?"
"Katherine is getting married next month, to a handsome young man who is much closer to her own age. I will have to find a new secretary who will put up with me. Now if you will excuse me, it's getting a little chilly now that the sun has gone down. I think it's time Sheba and I moved into the lounge before Katherine comes out and starts fussing over me. She can be very protective."
Collin Marsh reached down and took hold of the harness attached to Sheba's back with his hand. The loyal animal immediately changed from the loving pet, to a dog with a job to do. As her master stood up Sheba was ready to lead him safely inside the building.
Mrs Letterman watched the two of them go in silence. For the next hour or so she sat there, now staring at the same point on the balustrade that Colin Marsh had apparently been looking at. She slowly played back over in her mind again and again what Colin Marsh had said to her.
Then with determination in her step she went into the hotel. In her room she picked up the phone and asked the desk to get her a number in San-Francisco. It was going on ten PM in England - that should make it around 4 PM over there.
"Davis and Field, attorney's at law. Good afternoon." An efficient female voice said to her.
"Shirley, its Mrs Letterman. Has my husband been in today?"
"Oh, yes, Mrs Letterman, he was in this morning. I'll put you through to Gary. Will you hold for a couple of moments?"
There was a moment's silence, then a barely audible click told her Gary Field was on the line.
"Tilly, Frank came in and signed the papers first thing this morning. There's no hang-ups. You got everything you asked for and more really. I told you he didn't have a leg to stand on. So now you are a lady of means as well as being single again."
"Thank you, Gary. You've been an angel."
"Any time, Tilly, and you don't have to worry about our bill, Frank's paying for everything. You really had him by the er, well..."
"The balls, Gary, that is what you mean to say. Come on, I'm not a prude. That is unless I catch my husband in bed with his whore."
"Well, the paperwork should only take a couple of weeks, but as far as you are concerned you're free of him from today."
"Thanks Gary. Send the paperwork over here will you. Shirley has the address of the hotel where I'm staying. If I move on, I'll let her know. Good night."
Mrs Letterman replaced the telephone in its cradle and sat there with a smile on her face. Through the window she saw Katherine taking Sheba for her evening walk before she settled the dog down for the night in Collin's room. Mrs Letterman knew the routine by now. She had watched it every night since she had arrived.
As Katherine began to make her way back towards the hotel, Mrs Letterman left her room planning on intercepting her downstairs.
When Katherine entered the foyer, she saw Mrs Letterman walking towards her. Sheba began to wag her tail as she spotted the lady whom her master had been talking to on the balcony earlier. Off duty now and without her harness, she was free to show affection to whomever she liked.
"Excuse me, Katherine, could you spare me a minute, I would like to have a quick word with you?"
"Yes, Madam, what can I do to help you?" Katherine had seen the attractive lady speaking to her employer on the balcony earlier and was wondering what the lady could want."
"Would I be correct in assuming that Mr Marsh has charged you with the task of finding your own replacement?"
"He's asked me to set up some meetings with prospective candidates, yes. But I haven't heard back from the agencies yet."
"Well, I would like to apply for the position. Could you kindly set up an interview for me?"
Katherine was taken aback. This lady had the look about her of being of independent means. Just to be staying in a hotel of this class meant she could not be short of money. Why would she want to be anyone's secretary?"
Katherine thought to stall.
"I suppose I can. But can you take short-hand?"
"Oh, yes. My Pitmans might be a little rusty, but I'm sure I'd soon get back into the swing of it again. It's like riding a bike, once it's learnt you never really forget. And I'm pretty sure I could find my way around that computer you carry around with you. I was a PA for some years before I got married and a good one to boot."
Katherine felt trapped; she couldn't think of any way of putting this lady off.
"I'll ask Mr Marsh if he'll see you tomorrow. Can I tell him your name?"
"Oh, tell him it's Mrs Letterman. He'll remember me from earlier. No, that's silly. I'm single again now -- I know tell him if he would like, I'll meet him for breakfast on the balcony and that my name is Otterley Allen.
Life goes on.
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I suppose I should really go back to when I was a child to start telling my story. I think I must have been about five or six when my parents lashed out and brought a holiday caravan down on the south coast near Weymouth. From that time on every school holiday we travelled down there for the duration of the breaks.
Of course, my dad couldn't come with us to the caravan every time we went because he had his work commitments. So, for most of the year it was just my mother, my two sisters and me. After a couple of years my dad bought a bigger caravan and then a varied collection of friends and relatives were invited to join us for a break away from the city.
There were quite a few other families from all over the country who also had caravans on the site. So when mum took us down on her own and we didn't have dad with the car to go out in, my sisters and I would kick about the site and the local area. We were lucky to have a family car back in the fifties; not all that many families had cars back then and, unfortunately, my mother never could get her head around driving. Although she did manage to frighten the life out of a couple of driving instructors before she gave up on the idea.
There were always other kids on the site for me to play with. My sisters always considered they were above playing with little boys. The person who became my best friend whilst I was down there was Harry.
Harry was a year older than I was, but for some reason we hit it off together the first time we met. Harry sported a massive red birthmark all over the left-hand side of her face, and for some reason that I could never understand when I was that age, she was shunned by most of the other children because of it. The birthmark never seemed to bother me, and Harry being a real tomboy turned into a good friend too whilst I was down there.
As a matter of fact, if Harry's family didn't go down to Weymouth on any particular school holiday, I found the place very boring. Harry was an only child and we seemed more like brother and sister than just friends. My two elder sisters were a pair of stuck up little cows when they were young.
As life went on and we got older, climbing on the cliffs and throwing stones into the sea began to lose its interest for Harry and me. Over the years we had explored just about every nook and cranny within miles. We'd found where we could hide and watch the young couples making out. It was fun as ten-year-olds to try and understand what they were doing. But as we got older and wiser to the ways of the world, we began to feel uncomfortable when we sneaked up to watch them together. Nothing was ever said but we were such close friends that we seemed to sense what each other felt inside.
Harry and I were considered old enough by then to catch the bus into Weymouth on our own, where we explored the town and harbour. There were occasions when some ignorant people would make some comment about Harry's face and there were a couple of times when I got into fights with other kids over it. I knew it upset Harry when they made comments about her face.
It was probably when I was about twelve that Harry started wearing make-up to hide her birthmark. To be honest I thought it looked worse than the bloody birthmark, but I never said anything. Harry and I started going to the dance in the club on caravan site. Oh, we'd been there many times over the years. They had children's entertainment during the morning then as the day went on the dancing started for kids; younger kids in the afternoon and then for the older ones in the early evening and the adults later.
But Harry and I were dancing with the older kids now. The bouncers were old friends to Harry and me. If anyone ever said anything about Harry's birthmark, generally the bouncers were there before I had a chance to react. I think they watched me as they realised I wouldn't stand for anyone upsetting Harry.
It was the Easter of my fifteenth year that Harry vanished. My whole family travelled down to Weymouth on the Thursday before Good Friday. I went straight over to Harry's caravan only to find it was still closed up for the winter. Investigations at the site office informed me that the caravan had been sold. The rest of that break was the worst holiday I had ever had.
My mum and dad took me out every day. My dad told me later that he tried to find out what had happened to Harry and her family. It was years later that he told me that Harry's father had died of influenza during the winter. Her mother couldn't afford to keep up the caravan so she had sold it. Dad was hoping he would be able to find out Harry's address so that I could at least write to her. But he was unsuccessful.
Harry and I were friends at the Weymouth but for some reason it had never occurred to us to get each other's addresses and write. All I knew was that she lived near Bath somewhere.
After Harry was no longer there, Weymouth lost its interest for me. That summer I stayed home with my dad, when my mother and sisters went to Weymouth. Dad and I went down for his summer break from work. But the rest of summer I kicked about with my school friends.
The following year my mother decided that it was about time we joined in the latest boom; that was to go abroad for our summer holiday. I think my sisters, who were by that time dating boys, were beginning to put some pressure on her about being away from their current squeezes for so much of the year.
The caravan was sold and the clan set off for a couple of weeks in the sun. Small point, not by plane but by train; the journey taking twenty-four hours. I joined the family for their first couple of trips to Rimini in Italy. But by the time I was eighteen I wanted to get away with my mates. So I stopped joining them.
The pop festivals were becoming the thing by then and that's where the boys and I went whenever the opportunity presented itself. It was the sixties and boy did we have a good time of it for a few years. When I had finished college I tried a plethora of jobs without being able to settle in any of them.
I was by then the proud owner of a 1959 model Hillman Minx. My private nooky wagon. One day when my employer said something I didn't like - I'm buggered if I can remember what - I told him to stick his job – that I couldn't stand anyway – up his arse and walked out.
I hadn't driven far when stopping at a set of traffic lights, I felt a hard bump as someone ran into the back of the Hillman. I climbed out to be confronted by a truck driver who apologised profusely. I can't remember how the conversation went but it finished up with me following him back to his yard which was nearby, were his boss promised to foot the bill for a new rear bumper and have it fitted.
The following day I took the car down to the transport yard to have the new bumper fitted and I sat and waited in the reception office while it was being done. You know strange things can happen in your life. When some bloke stuck his head in the door and said come with me, like a lamb I followed him.
Exactly why I never asked him why he wanted me to climb into the driver's seat of a lorry, I've never been able to figure out. I sat there like a dummy as he pointed out all the controls and explained the gearbox layout. Then when he said right out the gate and turn left, I just started the engine did what he told me to. I drove the truck for about thirty minutes before we got back to the yard.
As I parked the truck, he said to me, "You'll do. If you were to ask me, I'd say you're a natural."
Then he got out and started walking back toward the office.
I followed him and as we went through the door, the boss who I had met the previous day came out of an inner office and said to the guy, "Mitch, I thought I asked you to take that guy on a driving appraisal?"
"I did. He'll do fine!"
"How'd you manage that when he's still sitting in my bloody office?"
Well, I was unemployed, so the upshot was, I got the job and the other guy didn't. The following Monday I was on the road as a truck driver. I've got to say that I enjoyed myself. Now, for the first few months I didn't have the faintest idea what I was doing. But I found that I had a brilliant sense of direction. Back in those days drivers looked after each other, and there are many of them who I have to thank for teaching me how to load trucks properly and how to rope and sheet it down.
It seemed being out on the road suited my temperament; it was the first job that had I really enjoyed and settled down in. I soon found that there were a few companies who were asking my boss to send me when they hired a truck. I gathered he liked that, as it proved to him that I was doing a good job and keeping his customers happy.
At Marshal's, one of the places that I regularly picked up loads from, there was a girl working in the dispatch office by the name of Thelma. Thelma was a doll in every sense of the word. She dressed to tease the guys and lapped it up as they ran around her. Her short skirts and tight blouses showed off her gorgeous figure. And her high heels showed off her legs to perfection.
I figured Thelma was a tease the first time I went to Marshal's. Now I'm no slouch around women but I'm not the kind of bloody fool whose tongue hangs out at the sight of a nice pair of legs or a tasty bum. I let the dumb arses chase after Thelma and I was strictly business in my dealings with her. Which was every time I called there, as she looked after dispatch.
As time went on I found that I was going to Marshal's more often until it appeared I was working for them almost exclusively along with a couple other of our drivers. I must admit I enjoyed working for them; it was like one big happy family there. That's more than you could say for most companies. I/we had full run of the place whilst waiting for our load/s and access to the canteen at will. Old man Marshal prided himself on knowing every member of his two hundred odd strong work force by name. Before too long he knew my name and that of the other two drivers from our firm who regularly worked for him.
It was early December, I pulled into our yard one Friday night to fill up my diesel tank and collect my wages. When I got into the office, Mr Wilkins, my boss came out and asked, "Right, boy, what are your plans for tomorrow then?"
It was nothing he hadn't asked me before, normally the precursor to him asking me to do a driving job on the Saturday.
"Nothing special. What've you got on then, Boss? I replied.
"Have you got a decent suit, boy? We're going to Marshal's Christmas do. He invites us every year and if we don't all turn up, the old bugger will get upset."
"Fine by me, boss. I can scrub up quite well when I need to, you know."
"Right. I'll meet you here at the yard at six-thirty. George and Jack are driving up together, but I'll have plenty of room in my car for you; you can ride with the wife and me."
I was a little curious as to why George and Jack were not going to travel with the boss and his wife as well, because his bloody great Jag could easily carry five. But I said nothing.
The following afternoon, I was feeling like I was dressed up like a turkey; since I'd been on the road, I hadn't had reason to wear any of my suits. I climbed into my boss's car for the ride to Marshal's factory where the "do" was going to be held in that massive canteen.
Mr Wilson insisted I called him "Bill" for the evening. But I knew that on Monday it would be back to "Boss" again. He introduced me to his charming wife and I wondered how the old bugger caught such a babe. I figured the answer was probably money, but we'll forget that, as it is unimportant to my story.
As soon as we arrived at Marshal's, George and Jack, along with their respective wives joined us and I realised why they hadn't travelled with us. I did wonder why I hadn't been told I could take a guest, not that I had anyone particular in mind. But if wives were invited surely girlfriends would be as well. I put it down to an oversight by Bill Wilkins.
Mr and Mrs Wilkins sat at the top table with old man Marshal, his wife and all his directors and, I supposed, the bosses of some of the other firms that contracted to him. The five of us wandered around the tables looking for our allocated seats. It was with a little consternation that we found the seat with Jack, George and their wives names on, but we couldn't find mine nearby.
I was wandering around for some time and just beginning to suspect that I had been forgotten. I'll be honest, if I couldn't find my seat I was intending to slip outside and hide until after the meal. But suddenly Thelma tapped me on the shoulder and led me to my seat, which was alongside hers.
Come on, I'm not as daft as I look. Thelma was sitting in the seat that my escort would have sat in had I been told I could bring one. And that of course meant that I was sitting in the seat where her escort should have been sitting, somehow I got the feeling I'd been set up.
Old man Marshal was doing the rounds whilst we waited for everyone to get themselves sorted out and seated. When he came up to me, after thanking me for coming and all the good work I'd put in on his behalf, he said, "Well, my boy, our lovely Thelma here didn't have an escort for this evening. I hope you don't mind looking after her for me?"
I assured him I would but I couldn't help wondering just why the lovely Thelma hadn't been able to find a date. The meal that evening was served by outside caterers, as all the canteen staff had been invited. There were some of them at our table and I watched as they scrutinised everything the caterers did and served up. I doubt that any meal has ever been so closely inspected.
The meal was followed by interminable speeches. The tables were moved to the side and a group started playing. The music was strictly middle of the road designed to appeal to all the staff, whose ages varied between sixteen and sixty.
Thelma and I danced together, but a couple of guys came up and asked her to dance as well. By about ten-thirty I'd had maybe a little more of the free booze than I should have. Whilst dancing to a slow number with Thelma that I was finding a little arousing, I asked her how come she hadn't been able to find a date for the evening. Thelma giggled, I think she had drunk more than she should have as well.
"Don't be silly. I could have found plenty of guys who would have loved to come, but I wanted to spend the evening with you."
"Why?"
"Do you really want to know?"
"I wouldn't ask if I didn't?"
"Well, because you intrigue me."
"Ooh, I Intrigue you, do I? And why is that?"
"Well, you know. You're different." I must have given Thelma a questioning look. "Come on, you know what I mean. You don't chase after me like the other guys do. I'm wondering why. don't you find me attractive or are you, er um into men or something?"
"Thelma, no, I'm definitely not a bloody poof. And I think you are a very attractive young woman..."
"Oh, you've got a steady girlfriend then, have you?"
"No, as a matter of fact, I haven't, at the moment."
"Then how come you've never asked me to go out with you? I've never said anything to offend you, have I?"
"Quite the opposite, Thelma. You are a nice young lady as I said. But you're what: eighteen -- nineteen?"
"Nineteen." Thelma replied.
"I'm twenty-four and I'm on the road five days a week and quite often away a few nights at a time. I'm looking for a steady relationship. Now please don't take this personally or as a criticism of you. I'm looking for a girl I can come back on Friday nights and who is prepared to put up with doing very little more than go down to the pub for a drink. A girl who isn't going to be out with other blokes when I'm away for a couple of nights.
"If you were looking for an odd date with me, you've had that this evening. But I don't really think you want to settle down yet. You like it too much when guys chase after you."
"Oh, is that it?
"Yes, I'm afraid so. You're not upset are you?"
"A little disappointed maybe. But can I at least get you under the mistletoe tonight?"
"Sure thing, girl, it would be my pleasure."
I got the feeling that Thelma was trying to prove something after that. Somehow every time we danced, we finished up under that bloody mistletoe. At about one in the morning George came over and told me that Mr Wilkins was ready to leave.
I gave Thelma a kiss goodnight as she walked out to the car with me. As the car pulled out of the car park I looked back to see another guy walk up and put his arm around her.
The following week I was on a different contract so I didn't go to Marshals. The week after that they shut down for the Christmas holidays. The boss conned me into doing a special job on the day after Boxing Day. It involved me spending the New-Year holiday up in Aberdeen.
They had only just started hunting for oil in the north sea back then and I had to take some research gear that was supposedly urgently needed up there. The weather was terrible and I spent nearly two weeks sitting on the harbour side waiting for the bleeding ship to come in so that I could get the gear unloaded.
Mind I had a great time in the pubs up there. There is no place in the world better to spend New Year's Eve in than Scotland. Even if it is blowing a gale, pissing down with rain and bloody freezing.
Mind you the novelty was beginning to wear off by the time the ship I was waiting for finally turned up. Apparently it had been hiding from the storm in a port further along the coast. No one had thought of getting a message to me to meet them there. Yeah, well, I was just a humble truck driver; who gave toss about me?
When I got back down south I took a couple of days off in lieu of being away over the New Year. I'm not saying the boss liked the idea but he knew my reputation for telling bosses what to do with their job if I got upset and there were plenty of driving jobs around back then, if you knew what you were doing.
On the Wednesday I was parked on Marshal's loading bay first thing in the morning. I walked into the dispatch office and got the shock of my life. Sitting in Thelma's chair was a woman I hardly recognised wearing a baggy jumper, slacks and her hair was tied back in a ponytail. When she saw me she jumped out of her chair and ran over to me.
Before I had a chance to say anything her arms were around my neck and her tongue was trying to locate my tonsils.
"Jesus Christ, girl, what are you trying to do, suffocate me?" I asked when she finally came up for air.
"I missed you. Now tell me do I pass inspection now?"
"Look, Thelma, I don't know what to say."
"Tell me do I still look like I'm a little tart who wants to run around with a different bloke each night?"
"I never said that you did."
"Maybe you didn't, but you implied it. Now tell me do I pass muster as your girl now?"
"Well, of course you do. You always have, but..."
"Good, so I'll be waiting for you to pick me up on Friday night. Here's my address and here's your delivery notes for the rest of the week. Oh, I've swung things so you'll be able to finish early Friday. Now you better get to it, as you've got a lot on for today and tomorrow."
Okay, what the hell could I do or say that wasn't gong to upset the girl. So like a lamb to the slaughter I kissed her and went back out to the loading bays to load my truck.



Friday evening I arrived at her house to pick her up at about seven o'clock. She came out of the house carrying an overnight bag.
"Um, what's the bag for Thelma?" I asked nervously.
"Well, I thought you wanted to go to your local pub. It's got to be thirty-five miles away from here at least. I thought if you wanted I could maybe stay over at your place; that would save you driving backwards and forwards picking me up and dropping me off all weekend."
So Thelma stayed over at my parents house that weekend. No, not in my bed but my sisters' - they were both married and gone by then. Thelma slept in their old room.
The following weekend I stayed at her parent's house and we visited pubs around where she lived. Her parents were very nice; I got on really well with her father and her younger brother. I'm not sure how keen her mother was to start with but she came around in the end.
Yeah, you've guessed it Thelma had me wound around her little finger from that first weekend. From that date she never wore anything you could call provocative at work or any other time, that I knew about except when she was out with me, that is. Then blow me if she didn't dress herself up like a million dollars.
I quickly discovered that Thelma wasn't a virgin. Well, I was never under the impression she was actually. However I found out that she couldn't use the birth control pill; she reacted badly to it apparently. So we didn't have sex very often and we always used protection.
Three months later we were engaged and before I knew it we had put down a deposit on a tatty old house almost exactly half way between our parents two homes. We spent all our spare time for the next year practically rebuilding the place. Well, at least we brought it into the twentieth century.
Once the house was finished, the logical next step was to get married. So that's what we did. The reception, of course, was held in Marshall's canteen with the canteen staff doing the catering. Old man Marshal was there and he came up and told me how pleased he was to see us together. Exactly how much he was involved in Thelma's plan to capture me I never have been sure of. Perhaps Thelma just used him, as I was to find out she used so many people.
Life for the next few years was sweet. Thelma fell pregnant quite quickly after we were married. Hey, well, we used condoms on most occasions, but we were just married and sometimes things got a little hectic, you know what it's like.
Having had one child, Tracy, we decided to have our second child, Helen, as soon as we could. Two, we decided was going to be enough for us and Thelma arranged a permanent solution to the birth control problem. Well, she had had some problems when she was carrying Helen and the doctors were quite worried. They had her in hospital early and kept a close eye on her.
Whilst Thelma was still carrying Tracy, I got a call one day from old man Marshal. The upshot of it was that his transport manager was retiring. With Thelma on maternity leave, he was, to put it bluntly in Shit Street. He had already spoken to Bill Wilkins and he asked me whether I would take over as his transport manager, at least until Thelma returned to work.
It would be handy for me as I would be close at hand when Thelma gave birth and I wouldn't be chasing off all over the country whilst Thelma was nursing.
So somewhat reluctantly I agreed. The only problem was that when Thelma and I decided to go for the second child my position with Marshal's became permanent.
The work wasn't hard; it just called for knowledge of vehicles, and a good idea of how to plan routes the trucks should take. After a while I found I quite enjoyed it. Not as much as being on the road, but the money was better and there was no overtime to do.
In a way I was glad I could spend the time with our two little angels. I was quite sure they were going to become a pair of man-eaters like their mother when they grew up. I must admit I saw some worrying times ahead but figured I'd cross that bridge when I came to it.
So, life carried on as I suppose it does for most couples with young children. I genuinely thought I had made it in life. Good job, nice house, loving wife and a wonderful couple of daughters. But things can go pear shaped just when you're not expecting them to.
If I want to put a time stamp on it, I'd say my earliest clue that something was not as it should be was when Tracy had just turned six. I was driving to work one morning and I noticed the car behind me. Okay, you say the roads are public so you should expect to have a car behind you sometimes. But did you noticed that what I said was "the car behind me".
Now remember I'd been a truck driver for a few years. When you're driving trucks all day long and if you're any good at your job, you keep a very good eye on what's going on around you. It could be, if you're carrying a valuable cargo, that car behind you could be loaded with some little toe-rags who would like to relieve you of the job of actually delivering it. Or it could be one of the other big headaches for a driver with a tight schedule to keep to; the unmarked police patrol car.
So if you know what you're doing you keep tabs on the cars behind. All drivers should do that anyway; what I'm talking about is the car and its occupants. Oh, you can spot them a mile away if you've got your head screwed on right, trust me.
No, the car I'd spotted behind me was staying just there. When we hit a junction, if he got left behind, he was overtaking anything and everything until he was back on my tail. He definitely wasn't a copper – they drive far better than this Pratt did – but it was obvious he was following me.
That evening when I left work another car picked up my tail. A different car with a lady behind the wheel this time, but she stayed with me all the way home. Next morning the guy was there again and in the evening the woman followed me to the pub. Thursday nights I have a drink – just one since I'm driving – and a game of snooker with some of my staff.
We hadn't been in the pub long when I noticed her come in, followed shortly after by the guy. They went to the bar separately and brought their own drinks. Then things got what I can only term as farcical. Look, I'm playing snooker with one of the boys and this tart is sitting at the bar showing off as much of her anatomy as she can get away with and staring at me so hard I could feel eyes drilling holes in my back.
A couple of times during my game the woman's eyes met mine and when they did, she smiled at me. The only thing I couldn't work out was who and why was someone trying to set me up. But there was no chance I was going to bite. I'm not sure what kind of an idiot they took me for, but I had no intention of playing the game they intended.
The why question I thought I had the answer for. Old man Marshal was a very family oriented character and placed a high value on the family, Christ, he ran his company like it was one big family. Now, I was an outsider who had been invited into the firm after I had married one of Marshal's favourite employees. I had rapidly become a favourite of his as well and the word around the firm was that I was going places at Marshal's
I figured someone had gotten jealous or thought that in the long term I was a rival to them in the promotion stakes. Whoever it was I assumed was trying to entice me into doing something that would ultimately destroy my marriage and most likely change old man Marshal's opinion of me.
Having finished my drink I bought another so as to hide my true intentions. Then having taken a swig from it, set off to the gents from where I slipped out the back door without anyone noticing. I would have liked to have turned the tables on the two of them, but not having the slightest idea of who was trying to set me up I didn't know whom I could trust. So I just drove myself home. I did wonder how long they waited for me to return from the gents.
The following morning the guy was there again but this time I lost him pretty easily. As I drove out of Marshal's yard that evening the woman fell in behind me immediately. I took her on a little mystery tour that finished up in a small factory estate I knew quite well from driving the trucks; it ended in a cul-de-sac.
Having parked my car I made my way between the buildings where the woman couldn't see me and crept around until I was behind her car. Then she suddenly found me standing by her car door. She realised immediately that I was on to her and taking me completely by surprise took off in the car backwards at high speed. She did a skid turn that would have put Rockford to shame and within moments she was gone.
Cursing myself for letting her get away, I went back to my car and drove home. To be honest for a while I thought that was the end of the episode. They didn't appear to follow me anymore. I figured that once I was aware of them, they had given up.
But two weeks later there was a different woman sitting are the bar in the pub when I arrived on the Thursday night. As I purchased my drink from the barman, she made some comment. To be honest at first I didn't connect her with the other two. It was only after she joined me at the jukebox as I was picking out a couple of tunes that the penny dropped.
"Piss off, lady, and tell your friends I'm not as dumb as I look," I said to her. "And you can tell that Pratt with the Granada if I even see him again I'll kick his fucking head in."
The woman was completely caught off guard; she looked quite shocked and left the pub almost immediately. Oh, I had noticed the Ford Granada in the car park when I arrived, but not its driver.
I suppose it was about a month after that, when Thelma stumbled one day in those bloody high heals that she was back to wearing, breaking a bone in her ankle. I got a frantic call from her when she was at the hospital asking me to come and collect the girls.
When I arrived the doctor told me the break, although not serious, needed to be set in plaster. But there was a problem. Thelma's ankle had swollen up and they would have to wait until the swelling had gone down before the plaster could be put on. Thelma would have to stay in hospital until it was applied.
That called for me to take a couple of days off to look after the girls as it was during the school summer holidays. It was a pleasant change for me to play Mum and Dad. I know they had great fun taking the Mickey out of me when it came to cooking. I'm not a good cook; I found it hard to get the timing right. How the hell do you get all the different elements to finish cooking at the same time?
Anyway it was while I was juggling things in the kitchen that evening that the phone rang. Because I had my hands full I asked Tracy to answer it. At six I thought she could handle it, we had taught her what to do and say.
"Oh, sorry, Uncle Frank, mummy's in hospital. She's hurt her leg." --- "No daddies looking after us" --- "Bye bye." Then Tracy put the phone down.
"Who was that, Tracy?" I asked.
"Oh, just Uncle Frank," she replied.
There was only one problem to that answer, as far as I was concerned. Who the fuck was Uncle Frank? I'd never heard of him before. I was just about to enquire further when I heard Helen call her sister from the other room and Tracy ran to see what she wanted. Curious, I followed Tracy but for some reason I did not enter the playroom.
"You're going to get in trouble from mummy. You broke your promise to mummy that you would never tell daddy about Uncle Frank."
"What the fuck did I just hear my daughter say?" I thought, then I heard Tracy's reply. A typical child's answer.
"I didn't tell daddy about Uncle Frank."
Then followed the usual "You did's" and "I didn't's". I chose to not enter into the argument. Both girls apparently were aware that I wasn't supposed to know about this Uncle Frank character and to intervene in this current conversation-cum-argument would mean they were both on their guard. I thought it better to leave it and wait until they were relaxed about it again.
But I was surely troubled. I couldn't understand why Thelma would want to keep some guy secret from me. Unless ... that is? Now that was a question I really didn't want to ask myself. Denial, I think, wouldn't let me think that way.
The swelling in Thelma's ankle didn't go down overnight as the doctor had hoped. To me it looked like it was swollen much more than it had been the previous day. When the nurse told me that it could take as much as a week to go down, I thought I'd better import some assistance at home, before the girls went down with food poisoning or started to show signs of malnutrition from refusing to eat my cooking.
My sister volunteered to stay over and help with girls, which allowed me to get some time in at the office as well. Sara brought her nine-year-old daughter Marcy with her. I can't say I was very taken with Marcy. I think she took after her mother who, even if she was my sister, had never been one of my favourite people when we were young. We had bonded a lot better now that we were older.
I'm not sure why I did it. Maybe I needed someone to confide in but I told Sara about this Uncle Frank character. It could be my girls had been sworn to keep the secret from me, but Thelma might not of stipulated other people.
When I told Sara, she sat and thought for a while. Then she said, "Do you think that Thelma's...?"
"I don't know what to think, Sara. But I don't like my family keeping secrets from me."
"Is that why you hated Ginny and me when we were little? We never let on to you about anything."
"It could be. But I'm definitely not standing for my wife keeping secrets from me. Especially where men are concerned."
"I don't blame you, Thelma is a beautiful woman. I never could understand how you captured her."
"Well, the point is, Sara, I didn't capture Thelma; it was her who chased after me."
"Well, she had good taste, I'll give her that. Anyway what are you after? Do you want me to ask the girls about this Frank for you?"
"I thought they might open up to you. I definitely heard Helen say that their mother had made them promise not to tell me about him. Now they might think their not breaking her trust if they tell you."
"Leave it with me and I'll see what I can find out."
"Thanks, Sis, but try not to make a big thing about it and put them on their guard."
The following morning I left Sara with the children and went into work. In the afternoon I visited Thelma in the hospital and she told me that Sara had been in with the girls for about an hour earlier in the day.
I don't know what made me do it, but I asked Thelma if there was anything she wanted to tell me. I think I confused her; at least she didn't understand what I was asking her, because all she came up with was a list of unpaid bills and things that needed doing at home.
That night after Sara had put the children to bed, she sat me down at the kitchen table and fixed me with a stern look.
"Well, I don't know who the hell this Frank guy is, but I think you need to find out what the bloody hell is going on."
"You asked the girls about him then. What did they say?"
"Don't be daft. I set Marcel on the problem. I thought the girls wouldn't identify her as an adult and - oh, well, you know how kids think. Anyway about this man Frank. Apparently Thelma and him used to talk to each other outside the school whilst Thelma was waiting for the girls to come out.
"From what the girl's understand, he's divorced and his children supposed to go to their school. They say it's the only chance he gets to see them, as he doesn't live with his wife. From what I could make of it she's supposed to have custody and he claims she makes it difficult for him to see them, so he's supposed to be watching them in the school playground."
"But why hide that from me?"
"Marcy is no fool; she tackled that question as well. According to the girls, this Frank's wife is supposed to work at your firm and the story is that you might tell her he's watching the children at the school."
"Oh, I see. Well, I suppose that does explain it. But surely Thelma doesn't think I would grass the guy up to his wife."
"Bullshit, that stupid story doesn't hold water at all. Think about it. If this Frank was at the school when the kids came out, then why wouldn't his so-called ex-wife see him there? And when I sent Marcy back with a few more questions, I really got worried. Neither of your girls has any idea who this Frank's blokes children are. Come on, it's a small school. That doesn't make sense.
"On top of that, apparently sometimes when Thelma takes the girls to the playground in the park after school, Frank is there as well. And what really tops things off, he has been at the park during the school holidays and he has been with Thelma and the girls in the shopping centre on more than one occasion. He buys the children ice cream, sweets and hamburgers.
"Little brother, you've got a serious problem and you've got to get to the bottom of it pretty quick. It could be that Thelma was planing on meeting this Frank the other day when she had her fall. Perhaps that's why he called here that day to ask her why she had never showed."
"Do you think that they are having an affair then?"
"How the hell do I know what to think? But I'll tell you, something very fishy is going on and we've got to find out what it is."
"I'm glad you said we, because I'm beginning to lose the plot here."
"Well, don't go going half cocked. There might be an innocent explanation for it that we can't see yet. But to be honest I doubt it. Now think back, brother. Can you think of anything that Thelma has said or done in the last few months that might be significant? Anything out of place or different than usual?"
"Well, not anything that Thelma has done but a strange thing happened the other week." I went on to tell Sara about being followed and the two girls, what I can only describe as trying to pick me up in the pub. Sara couldn't make head nor tail of that either.
The next day went the same as the day before. Thelma's ankle was beginning to show signs that the swelling was going down and the nurses told me that all was going well, and she should be home by the weekend.
That night after the children were in bed again, Sara, who had been showing signs of being on tenterhooks since I arrived in the house, couldn't wait to get me alone.
"What colour was the car that followed you?" she asked the moment the kitchen door was closed.
"It was a maroon Ford Granada. Why?"
"Close enough, the girls called it dark red. I think it was this Frank who followed you. And I've got some bad news. Marcy says she thinks the girls have been inside it. They describe the inside of it in detail to her. You know they said how big it was and how soft the seats were. Oh and the child locks were on so they couldn't open the doors from the inside. Kids would only notice a thing like that if they've been inside the car."
"I agree with you there. Look, I called in a favour today and rang Bill Wilkins. He's got some friends in the police and he's trying to get the names and addresses from the numbers of those cars that followed me."
"Good idea, bro. I think you owe Marcy a big favour for all the pumping she's been doing on the girls."
"Yes, I know. I'm lucky she's as devious as her mother."
"I'm not sure whether I should take that as a compliment or not?" Sara replied with a smile on her face.
++++++++++
Friday morning Bill Wilkins called me at the office quite early. He told me that the Granada belonged to a one Frank Williams who was well known to the police. The other two cars had been hired from a cheap car hire company. Strangely one of them hadn't been returned and the hirer, a man had used false documents to hire both vehicles.



That afternoon after I had made some phone calls I went to the hospital to collect Thelma. I had a little chat with the nurse I'd been liasing with all week before Thelma knew I was there. After a little prompting she let on that a man had been visiting Thelma after I left every afternoon. She thought something was odd because he never brought anything with him for Thelma. Most folks bring something with them even if it is only get-well card.
No, I thought our Frank Williams wouldn't want to leave any evidence that I could get curious about. Frank Williams' sort are pretty cute when they are on the prowl. But if he thought he was going to get away with what I suspected he was planning, he had another think coming.
That evening when we arrived home Thelma was surprised that the children weren't at the door to meet us. As she hobbled in on her crutches she asked me where they were.
"I've sent them to my folks for a few days, I thought it would give you a chance to get yourself sorted out."
"Oh, that wasn't necessary." Thelma said, as she settled herself on the sofa on the lounge. "I would have preferred it if they were here."
"But I think it was, Thelma. There's a lot of things we've got to get sorted in the next couple of days. I don't want the girls getting upset unnecessarily."
"What things?" Thelma asked as Sara came into the room carrying a tray with tea and coffee on. "Oh, Sara, you're still here; you needn't of stayed. I'm sure I can look after myself and the children. I can stand on my ankle now that it's in plaster."
"I'm not here for you, Thelma. I'm here for my brother!" Sara said with real venom on her voice
Thelma's face suddenly lost all its colour, and she looked at me. "What's this all about?"
"Well, that's the question I was going to ask you, Thelma. What the hell is going on between you and that twisted arsehole, Frank Williams?"
Thelma looked from me to Sara and then back at me again. It looked to me like for a moment she was lost for words. Then she obviously made her mind up.
"Well, I suppose you've found out then, haven't you? I suppose you had to sometime. I'm sorry but I've fallen in love with someone else. I didn't want to tell you yet, but I'm going to divorce you and then I'm going to marry Frank."
"Just like that?" I asked.
"Yes, I've been trying to think of a way to tell you for weeks now. I didn't want to hurt you more than necessary."
Sara went to say something, but the sound of movement behind her stopped her.
"That's all I needed to hear, I can get the ball rolling now -- I'll be in touch." A disembodied female voice said from out in the hall. Then we heard the front door close. I smiled at Sara and then turned back to Thelma.
"Sounds very considerate of you, if it wasn't a lie. You got Frankie boy to try to set me up didn't you? What was the plan? I get seduced by one of his hooker friends and, hey, presto, you divorce me? I suppose you thought that then I'd have to pay you maintenance, wouldn't I? What a sweet little wife I used to have. Well, hard bloody luck, baby, I didn't fall into your little trap.
"I'll give you the idea was good. You wanted to leave me with my good job and live with an unemployed arsehole, and you were planning that I'd support you in your new life."
"I don't know what you're talking about. What set-up?"
"Well, if you don't know, you had better ask your weirdo boyfriend. Now this is how things are going to go. You've got the weekend to get all your shit out of my house. My solicitor is working up the paperwork for the divorce already, he says it will be ready for you to sign on Monday."
"You can't do that. It's you who should leave the house. I will need it for the children."
"Oh, no, you don't, sweetheart. You and your weirdo boyfriend are not getting within a hundred yards of my children. I'll let you visit them providing either a social worker or I are present. Oh, yeah, it's the social services who are going to get that order before a judge tonight."
"What are you on about? They can't do that."
"Oh but they can sweetheart. You know I have always thought that social workers were a pain in the bloody arse. But once they found out that it was Frank Williams you were planning on shacking up with and had been exposing our children to, hey, they've been extremely co-operative. You are not going to be allowed near them any more and I think the police will be wanting to talk to you as well."
"I don't understand. Why would the police want to talk to me?"
"Oh, you stupid bitch!" Sara butted in; she was determined to have her say. So I let her rant on. "What did you think Williams was doing hanging around outside that bloody school. The man's a bloody paedophile with a record a mile long. He wasn't after you, you silly little cow! He wanted your daughters."
Thelma's face was something to see; again she looked from one to the other of us.
"You're lying! Frank wouldn't do that."
"Oh, no? Where do you think he's spent the last seven years?"
"He's been working abroad, out in the Far East I think."
"More like the bloody Isle-of-White. Parkhurst prison's on there - at a stretch you could call that abroad. Anyway when the police have finished talking to him and my children, we'll find out if he's done anything to them already. But I'll warn you if that bastard touched my kids, I'll most likely kill the pair of you."
Sara had to call an ambulance then, because Thelma suddenly passed out and we couldn't wake her again.
Her father or her brother must have collected her from the hospital because I bloody well didn't. I didn't see her again, until the day we signed the paperwork for the divorce. Thelma realised there was little point in asking for custody of the children, because the social services still had the order on her saying that she had placed the girls in jeopardy.
Oh, it came to light that Thelma had left the children in Williams' care on more than one occasion whilst she was at the hairdressers and the like. But the specialists who questioned my girls told me that they were sure nothing had happened. They thought that Williams was still in what they termed as the 'grooming stage' and he was anxious not to frighten them off by moving too fast.
Williams had not committed any crime that the police could make stick. They were sure he had stolen the hired car but had not put it to its intended use when the bubble burst.
When out of curiosity I asked why they thought Williams had stolen the car, the police inspector looked at me and said, "Well, it could be, sir, you have been lucky even if you do think you've had a rough time of it. The last unfortunate woman whom Williams sweet talked into his bed, so that he could abuse her children, was a widow. Her husband was killed in an unsolved hit and run accident. Now the trouble is we can't prove what Williams was planning to use the car for, but we can speculate. From now on if he stays around here we'll be keeping a very close eye on him."
"Not too close, I hope?" I replied. The officer looked around to make sure no one else was in earshot.
"Oh, I shouldn't worry too much about that sir. Providing no one's actually killed. You'd be surprised how long it takes for the officers who'll be watching him to take a leak."
"Of course I never told you that and make sure you've got a damned good airtight alibi. There are plenty of do-gooders out there who think that Williams and people like him are just mentally ill and need sympathy. If you ask me, if he was hung, drawn and quartered, he'd be getting off easy. He's a cunning evil bugger."
"And sir, don't be too hard on your wife. Williams is an expert at manipulating people. If you could have seen him in that interview room you wouldn't believe butter would melt in his mouth. She never stood a chance from the moment he targeted her. You know it wasn't until we let her read Williams' file that she really believed what kind of pervert he was."
Looking back, it could be I'm lucky to be alive. Williams was certainly covering himself for all eventualities. But knowing what that arsehole was planning for my family I decided that I was not going to turn the other cheek. But I could afford to wait until the dust settled.
++++++++++++++
For the next couple of years everything was in a state of flux. Thelma was not allowed to visit with the children alone. This proved frustrating for the girls as well as their mother, since she couldn't take them out or anything. From what the police told me and from listening to Thelma herself I don't think she had any chance when she came up against Williams. I know she would never have stood for him abusing our girls if she knew about it. I have to think that really for my own sanity.
So after a year or so I asked the Social Services to relax the conditions on Thelma's visits with the children and they acquiesced. As the children were never taken into care I really had the last say on the matter.
Thelma told me on a couple of occasions that she would like for us to get back together. But I told her that was never going to happen. I knew that from talking to the neighbours Williams' car was parked outside some days whilst the children were at school. Nothing would convince me that Thelma and Frank Williams were having a bible reading session. Oh, I don't know, there's a lot of begetting in the bible.
I told Thelma that she should find another mug, which in the end she did do. He was quite a nice guy really, although a bit on the headstrong side. I gather he asked Thelma to marry him, but she refused until she had told him everything. From what I can gather, he listened to her story then without saying a word to her he got up and walked out.
Two weeks later Thelma ran Williams down with a car outside the local nick. She'd spotted Williams hanging around outside another nearby school. Thelma had called the police and they had taken him in for questioning. But Thelma had waited outside the police station until he'd been released again. Then she had driven her car into him as he walked along the pavement.
She then apparently drove down to the river and threw herself in, in what is assumed to have been an attempt to drown herself. I've got to say I'm not at all that sure it was. Thelma is pretty good at manipulation herself and from what I've heard there was a police car right behind her.
After at first being charged with manslaughter. The charges were later dropped. Themla's mental condition was considered so unstable, that she was unfit to plead. She was placed onto the care of the local psychiatric hospital, they soon came to the conclusion they she was not a danger to the general public and she was released after a month or so. . She had to attend the shrink every couple of weeks but that's all really. And of course the Social Services tightened up on her visiting the children again.
Well, that's how it turned out. Sara's husband Ralph started working on the oil rigs in the North Sea. So Sara and her family virtually moved in with me to help look after the girls and also handle Thelma's visits with them. Although it was getting longer between every visit by then and I hadn't spoken to her in what seemed like years.
+++++++++++
I think it was just before Helen's tenth birthday. Sara, Ralph and I were sitting in the kitchen one evening talking over the old times when we were children. Of course the subject of Sara and my summers down in Weymouth came up.
Ralph came up with the idea that we'll all go down there for a fortnight that summer. Sara jumped at the idea and before Ralph and I realised what she was doing she had invited Ginny and her family to come along as well.
We hired three caravans next to each other on the same site that we used to have our family on when we were children. The children loved it on the beach and they enjoyed it when we went about pointing out all the places where we'd played as children. We actually turned up a few local people we had known as children.
One morning I took my two girls for a walk along the cliffs. Things had changed a lot because of erosion of the mud cliff faces by the sea. It took me quite some time to track down the tree where Harry and I used to carve our initials every year. Some of them you could still make out quite clearly.
"H & H, 1959." Tracy said, "I wonder who they were and where they are now?"
"Well, one of them is standing right beside you," I answered.
"You're kidding, dad!" Tracy said. "Then who was H?"
"Oh, she was just a friend."
"What do you mean? Was she your childhood sweetheart, Dad?" Helen asked excitedly.
I wasn't prepared for what I'd let myself in for.
"I suppose in a way she was. I spent many long happy holidays down here with her when I was your age. But I'm not sure you could really call her my sweetheart. I only kissed her the once."
"Was it nice?"
I wasn't sure whether Tracy was trying to embarrass me or whether she was really interested.
"Yes, it was very nice. I would have loved to have kissed her more. But she didn't come back the following year."
"Oh, that's sad. Were you very upset?"
"Yes, I was, but if you don't mind, we'll change the subject."
The subject was changed but for the rest of the holiday wherever we went my two girls would ask whether I'd been there with Harry.
Sara and Ginny were pretty quick on the uptake and would answer Tracy before I had the chance to play things down and say I didn't remember. Cakes and things that Sara and Ginny made, developed markings on them that looked remarkable similar to H & H. I tried to show my displeasure but they would all start laughing and couldn't help but laugh as well.
When the holiday was over and we returned home; then things got even worse for me. My mother and father, at Tracy and Helen's insistence dug out all the old holiday photographs of Harry and me when we were kids and showed them to the girls.
I'll give my girls one thing. Although Harry's birthmark was very prominent in a lot of the photographs, I never did hear either of my daughter's mention or ask about it. I don't know if my sisters told them not to or not. But I never heard it mentioned.
We went to Weymouth again the following year. But this time there was just my girls and myself along with Sara and Marcy. Ralph was supposed to have been coming along but he cried off at the last minute as he said something had come up to do with his job. I was surprised that Sara took it so calmly as he was out on the rigs for so much of the time.
We managed to cram everyone into my car with the luggage on the roof for the journey down to Weymouth. The first couple of days we settled in and we were having quite a nice time of it. But on the Tuesday morning at breakfast my girls suddenly announced that they wanted to go and find the tree with the carvings on the trunk again.
So around ten we set off. The three girls were full of it that morning singing and dancing around for what seemed to me to be no reason. As we got to the tree Tracy ran up to it and started shouting, "Yes, yes, he's done it. He's done it."
Then the three girls crowed around looking at the tree. When Sara and I got close, the girls moved back from the tree. Beneath the 1959 carving was another one. It read "H & H 1982." For a few moments I stared at it not really understanding what was going on. Then, from some nearby bushes, Ralph appeared; he had a couple of children who I didn't recognise with him.
"She says you'll know where to find her. She told me to tell you she's where you used to spy on the courting couples from. She would like to meet you in private."
I don't think I stopped to say anything to Ralph, I headed off at a jog, towards our old hiding place. But when I got there, there was no sign of Harry. Disappointed and confused I turned and started to walk back. I hadn't gone very far when Harry suddenly jumped out on me. An old game we used to play as children.
"Christ, Harry, you frightened bloody the life out of me," was all I could think of to say.
"Well, it makes a change from you making me jump." It got silly then as we talked to each other just like we used to do as children. When we got back to the tree, the others had gone.
Slowly with me telling Harry my life story – well, an abridged version - we made our way back to the caravan.
Harry told me that when her father had died, her mother couldn't afford to keep the caravan and had sold it. She said she had been as upset as I was that we hadn't seen each other again. As time went on, her mother remarried a very nice man, who, when Harry was in her mid teens, had paid an inordinate amount of money to have Harry's birthmark removed by a very early laser technique. It hadn't been entirely successful, but had helped her self-esteem a lot.
Then, she said something that surprised me. She told me that only one other thing had raised her self-esteem that much and that was when she had met me as a child. She said I was the only child that she had ever met who never once made a comment about that birthmark or even asked about it.
Then Harry went on to tell me that she had married a soldier and had two wonderful children with him. But unfortunately he had been killed in a training accident in 1978. Since then she had been living with her stepfather, her mother having died of a stroke some years ago. And that's where Ralph had found her. Don't ask me how he did it. Sara told me later, he had most of the guys on his oil rig that lived anywhere near the Bath area asking questions.
Eventually someone remembered the girl with the boy's name and a birthmark on her face. Ralph had gone down there and found her some weeks before the holiday but they had kept me in the dark until that morning. Sara said she really thought Helen and Tracy were going to let the cat out of the bag a couple of times.
Well, Harry and her two children stayed in the caravan with us for the rest of our holiday. No, Harry and I didn't go jumping into bed with each other. We'd had a special friendship as children and we are getting to know each other as adults. There's something there but we will have to wait and see what develops. Is there going to be a romance between us. I'm not sure, but I hope so – and I think my children hope so as well – I'll just say that the signs are good. Everyone including Harry's children tried to stay out of our way as much as they could in Weymouth, so that Harry and I could spend as much time together as possible.
At the end of the holiday Ralph and Sara took Tracy and Helen home with them, whilst I drove Harry and her two children home to Bath.
Life goes on.
++++++++++++
April 2006
Well after much dashing up and down the M4 Motorway over the following six months Harry and her two children Russell and Claire moved in with the girls and me.
We had a little uncomfortable episode shortly after the move, when Helen and Tracy took to calling Harry mum and decided that they were going to address their mother as Thelma. Harry and I tried to dissuade them from doing so by Harry not answering them when Tracy and Helen called her Mum. It didn't work because the girls had the connivance of Harry's children, Russell and Claire, who would repeat anything that Helen and Tracy said. When Harry answered them, she was also answering Helen or Tracy.
I must say that it took a little getting used to and Thelma wasn't impressed to say the least. I'm not sure what passed between Thelma and the girls but in the end she accepted things, as the girls wanted them. Harry has suggested that the girls threatened to cut themselves off from Thelma if she argued the point.
Sometimes I was quite surprised at the animosity the girls felt towards Thelma, which seemed to get stronger as they got older. Then Harry told me one day that my girls weren't stupid; as they got older they realised what had almost happened to them and exactly why those social workers and police officers had asked them all those questions that at the time had sounded so silly.



Of course Harry and I got married eventually. No, we didn't rush into it; we had a very low-key affair in of all places Bermuda. Well, it was something a little different. We had local witnesses and didn't tell anyone what we were planning. It was surprising how long Harry had the extra ring on before anyone noticed.
As the years went on Thelma's mental health suffered. It wasn't helped by the succession of dead beats she got herself hooked up with. When Tracy got married to her stepbrother Russell, Thelma was just about compos mentis enough to attend the wedding and play the proud mother. She looked better than she had for years and her very proud father escorted her.
Unfortunately her father passed away a few months later and shortly after that Thelma was sectioned, by her brother. She now spends a lot of her time in and out of a private clinic. Which I might add, her brother and I are finding quite expensive. But I feel I have a duty of care for my children's mother.
Harry and I are extremely happy together. Now that all the children have grown and gone, we spend most of the year at our cottage near Weymouth. We enjoy walking the paths we walked as children, sometimes with our grandchildren in tow.
Life goes on.
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Hold on a minute. Nemesis - Dave? Now come on, play the bloody cards right! Nemesis - Victoria. Ah now, that sounds much better. Or maybe this one should be called "He who dares, Wins!" Okay, now read the bloody story.
++++++++++++
I'd finally pulled up at my house at three o'clock on the Saturday morning. The traffic had been atrocious on my drive back from Aberdeen to London. It always is on Fridays and there had been a multi-vehicle pile up on the motorway that had delayed me for several hours. I figured Vicky (Victoria), my wife, would have been in bed hours ago, but I was surprised she hadn't left a light on for me.
Extracting my bags and briefcase from my car's boot I just about managed to carry them all at once, I waddled up to the front door. Letting myself in I immediately knew something was very wrong. The house was cold, obviously the heating was turned very low or off. This was unusual because Vicky is a cold old stick; she always has the heating on much too high for my liking.
Putting my bags down, I turned on some lights and was shocked to see that some of our furniture was missing. My mind in some confusion, I rapidly made my way upstairs to our bedroom where, in theory, Vicky should have been in bed asleep. The bed was empty, wardrobe doors and dresser drawers were open, and almost all of Vicki's clothes were gone.
I stood there in shock for a few moments. Just what the fuck was going on here? Thinking that a little shot of something would be a good idea I made my way back to our lounge. I grabbed a bottle of rum from the bar, then collapsed into my recliner to contemplate the position I found myself in. It was plainly apparent that my loving wife had left me. But why?
Vicky and I had been married for almost nineteen years. We had two wonderful eighteen year-old twin girls, who both were in their first year at Bristol University. Er, don't try and do the math bit - Vicky was five months gone when we got married. Look, I'll be honest when Vicky and I were married, I don't think we were head over heels in love with one another. We were just dating and having a good time, but you know how it is, we messed up, big time! Vicky fell pregnant with Susan and Sandra and I did the gentlemanly thing.
Shit, I couldn't do much else; my old man would have killed me if I hadn't. But love is a strange thing; I soon found I was completely smitten with Vicky and my girls. Almost my whole life revolved around them. Anything Vicky wanted I'd break my back to get her. I don't care what anyone says; I'm as devoted to her as any man can be to his wife. And since the girls had been away at Uni, we had been making up for the time we lost when they were children.
Everything wasn't completely roses though. Victoria was a strong willed woman and to be honest I did normally give in to her wishes, just to keep the piece. Generally I was happy with most things in my marriage. But now it looked like I'd been living a lie, or at least Vicky had.
It certainly looked like Vicky had left me. I just couldn't figure out why. She was always telling me how much she loved me. We had discussed the fact that neither of us really thought we would have gotten married to each other had she not become pregnant. But we had both agreed that it was probably the best thing that ever happened to us, and how deeply we had fallen in love with each other since we had married. It looked to me like someone had maybe had second thoughts.
Damn, my emotions took command; I suddenly got angry and jumped up to pace the room. Then I stormed out into the back garden to light up my pipe. Vicky doesn't like the smell of my pipe tobacco in the house so I always go outside to smoke. I was out there for ten minutes before I realised that Vicky wasn't there to complain and it looked like she wouldn't be in the future. Still for some reason I finished my pipe outside.
As I came back through the back door, I noticed the letter lying on the kitchen table. For a moment I stared at it. 'David' it said on the envelope; it was certainly from Vicky and when she wrote it she had been annoyed with me. The only time she ever calls me David is when she is upset with me.
I sat down at the table picked the envelope up and turned it over in my hands. I don't think I really wanted to open it; I knew I wasn't going to like whatever was written inside. Slowly I tore the envelop open, then unfolded the letter that was inside.

You bastard.
You lying, cheating, self-centred bastard, I am leaving you. I thought you loved me, but now I know different. You have been carrying on behind my back with that little tart and I can prove it. I'm going to a solicitor on Monday. I'm going to divorce you and take everything I can get.
I'll teach you to mess around on me. Didn't you at least think about the girls when you were swaning around with that little tart? She can't be much older than the twins?
I'm going to take you for everything I can, you bastard! So you had better look for somewhere else to live, as you won't be able to keep the house when I've finished with you and if I ever see that little slut; you can tell her I'll gouge her bloody eyes out.
Victoria.
"Interesting!" I said out loud to myself, "I wonder just whom this little slut is that Vicky thinks I'm laying? I think there's been a cock up in the intelligence section somewhere along the line."
Look, do I look like the kind of guy who cheats on his wife. That kind of guy would surely have walked away from Vicky when she got pregnant. I'm the kind of guy who appreciates what he has and definitely doesn't want to lose what he's got. Yeah, there have been times when I've been tempted. What guy hasn't? But I've always known which side of the toast has the butter on it and I've always been very careful about what I do. Still, it was apparent that Vicky was convinced I was playing around.
So what do I do? Well, there was only one thing to do really and that was, go to bed. Look, I'd been up since before six Friday morning and now it was four-thirty Saturday Morning. So to bed I went.
Yep, just a calmly as that. Look, I got where I am in business by not letting my emotions get the better of me. Once I knew what the problem was, I could relax a little knowing that I could quickly put Vicky's mind at rest. All I had to do was prove to her that she had got it all wrong and - bingo - crisis over.
+++++++++++++++
But when I got into bed I found I couldn't sleep. Questions came into my head that I didn't expect. If Vicky thought I was cheating on her, why didn't she challenge me about it? Now that was a good point. Could it be because she had expected me to be cheating? But why would she do that? One thing I had learnt over the years was that people expect others to behave as they do. Now hang on a just minute, could Vicky think I was cheating on her because she had been playing around on me and then having got suspicious of me for some reason she had assumed I was cheating on her.
I was out of bed like a shot at that thought. This was serious stuff! Before I knew it I was tearing the bloody house apart looking for anything that would give any hint that Vicky had been unfaithful to me. I turned her sewing room upside down. There wasn't much point in searching her bedroom drawers - they were all empty.
Then I hit the computer. It took me hours to search that. I broke her passwords for her e-mails pretty quickly and then spent hours going through the Internet history files. A complete waste of bloody time, but necessary. I found absolutely nothing besides Vicky's hunt for a divorce lawyer; she had made that on the Thursday. But I could find no sign that she had actually contacted the solicitor she had apparently chosen.
I got a wicked idea; the only way to win a battle is to take the offensive. It was an off chance but I thought I'd give it a try anyway; at just after 9 Am, I e-mailed the people she had obviously chosen asking them to act on my behalf in a divorce case. There was a faint chance that Vicky hadn't actually spoken to them yet. I was lucky; within minutes of my e-mail going off, they replied asking me to come into the office ASAP, so that's what I did.
Just after 10 AM on the Saturday morning, I handed Maria Grant a cheque and she was from that moment on my solicitor. Vicky couldn't have realised that some solicitors work on Saturdays. After I told Maria what I had found at home and showed her the letter, she asked me whether I had ever cheated on my marriage. I told her that I loved my wife and done nothing since we had been married that I thought would put my marriage in jeopardy. Maria told me to sit tight; I should try to find out where Vicky had gone and have a talk to her. Maria thought it was probably just a misunderstanding and that everything could all be sorted out with a little communication between us.
I went back home and started the hunt for Vicky. I called her parents and brother but they both said they had not heard from her and she wasn't with them. Apparently she hadn't told them anything. The same went for her sister, but I had figured she lived much too far away for Vicky to have gone there anyway. Vicki's family, although she had apparently kept them in the dark about having left me, immediately took sides and clamed up on me once I told them why she had left.
The next call I made I wasn't looking forward to but I knew it was really my best bet. It was to Vicki's friend Chantelle. Chan has been divorced twice, and to be honest I don't blame the guys; Chantelle can be a sweet as a peach one minute but can turn into a complete bitch the next. Vicky and Chan had been friends since their school days. Whenever Chantelle wasn't with one of her many suitors (she was one good-looking man-eater) she would normally be with Vicky.
Vicky and Chan would have a girl's night out every couple of weeks or so and it wasn't unusual for Vicky to call me up, and ask me to pick her up as Chan had scored. Vicky and I would often laugh about it. You see, I had always thought I could trust Vicky. The moment Chantelle found herself a guy, Vicky would call me in as backup.
I dialled Chantelle's number and immediately knew I'd hit pay dirt. Chantelle started sounding off at me the moment she heard my voice. I quietly demanded to speak to Victoria, but Chan denied that she was there. I felt sure she was, as it was the only place left that she could have gone to and Chantelle's rant told me she knew all about Vicky having left me. After about five minutes I gave up and hung up the phone.
The old emotions rose again, so it was outside again for another pipe full. Whilst out there I got myself under control and started thinking again. Vicky was playing games; this running off bit without talking to me was designed to wind me up. Well, it wasn't going to wind me up anymore. I'd done nothing I had to be ashamed of. Right, Vicky, if you wanted to play games; I'll bloody well play games.
I stormed back into the house and phoned the twins. They were totally flabbergasted when I told them that their mother had walked out on me. Of course I told them that I had done nothing that I could think of to cause Vicky to leave me and I'm pretty sure I had them convinced. I also told them that I thought Vicky was staying at Chantelle's and then I said that as far as I was concerned she could stay there. The girls said they thought it was all just a silly misunderstanding and that their mother would soon come to her senses.
I know I really shouldn't have brought the girls in on this. But it was silly games we were playing and I knew they would give their mother a good dressing down over it. Then I went hunting in the garage.
When we bought the house, I had changed the barrels in the outside door locks, for two reasons really. One was we didn't know if we had been given all the keys to the house and the other so that we had a matched set of barrels. All the outside doors had the same key. It saves having lots of keys to carry around. Euro-lock barrel only takes a few minutes to fit. Now I changed all the barrels back to the originals, then disabled the garage door opener and bolted the shutter down.
Vicky wanted out! Well now she was bloody well out now and she couldn't get back in. Whilst I was fiddling with shutter on the garage, old man Blake, my neighbour from across the road, came over to me. He and his Mrs are a nosy pair of buggers, so I guess they'd seen Vicky moving and had come across to see what gossip he could pick up.
He got very little out of me, but I found out that a Ryder's rental truck had appeared Friday morning and two guys and a woman helped Vicky take a lot of stuff from the house. The two guys drove off in the truck and Vicky followed in her Saab. The other woman drove off in a pink VW Beetle. I was right - it was Chantelle! That obnoxious little pink Beetle belonged to her.
That night I drew all the curtains downstairs in the house and closed the blinds in the garage windows. From the outside no one could see in, but I could look out from the upstairs windows, and I could see the front door and drive through the security CCT system. I'd put that in a few years back so Vicky could see who was at the door when I wasn't at home.
Then I called Chantelle again.
"I told you, David! Victoria is not here. I don't know where she is and, if I did, I wouldn't tell you anyway, you cheating bastard."
"That's perfectly all right, Chan, I understand. I just want you to give Vicky a message for me; if you should happen to see her, that is. Tell her that as she has chosen to believe some stupid rumour without even speaking to me, I don't think I want to know where she has gone. In fact I don't think I want to see her again. If by any chance you do hear from her, can you ask her to let me know where I should have my solicitor send the divorce papers? I'm intending to divorce her for desertion. We'll just see who gets the short end of the stick in her little game now."
"You can't do that. She going to divorce you for adultery."
"Before she can do that, Chantelle, I actually have to have committed adultery with someone and as I know I have and haven't done, I think I'm pretty safe on that score. Now don't you go fretting that little head of yours, the divorce will be settled in my favour because Vicky has taken it in her head to desert me. I've got a stupid letter here from her saying she is doing just that. My solicitor tells me that's all I'm going to need."
"But! I, you, you were seen..."
I hung up and then pulled the plug on the phone. That little slip of the tongue by Chantelle was all I needed to hear. She had said "I" and then changed her mind and said "You were seen," from that last half a sentence. I figured it was Chantelle who thought she had seen me with another woman somewhere. Now, would Chan tell Vicky exactly what I had said and would that put doubt into Vicki's mind?
I went into the kitchen and made myself a meal. Then after it was completely dark outside I slipped out the back door and walked around the house to make sure that no one could see inside. Vicky wanted to play games, so games we would play. Then I settled myself on the computer to entertain myself until the fun I hoped was going to start actually did.
It was eight thirty when I saw Vicki's Saab pull into the drive on the CCT. Vicky must have had a change of plan. I could see her sitting in the car watching the house for a while. Then Chantelle walked up and joined her in the car. Chantelle must have arrived in her own car and parked it in the street where I couldn't see it; it appeared Vicky was hedging her bets. I hoped she was thinking that maybe she didn't have enough evidence if it came to a court battle or that maybe she had it wrong. In any case I guess she was hoping she was back to stay, if she were living in the house I wouldn't be able to claim she had deserted me.
After waiting about fifteen minutes, Vicky got out of the car and tried to unlock the front door. I realised she had probably been trying to get the garage door to open with the remote control, but had finally given up. Of course her key wouldn't fit the lock. Vicky rang the doorbell a couple of times and even called out to me through the post box. Chantelle got out of the Saab and joined her. I could hear them talking but other than hearing Chantelle say, "Try the other door," nothing else was clear enough.
They both passed out of the CCT's range and shortly I heard them at the kitchen door. Then the patio doors not five feet from me. The next minute they were back at the front door. After trying the front door yet again, Vicky went over and tried to pull up the garage shutter by hand. After giving that up as a bad job, the two of them went back to the Saab and stood by it for sometime having an animated conversation. That ended when Chantelle walked away and Vicky got back into her car.
For the next half an hour, Vicky sat there apparently making repeated calls on her mobile phone. But not actually talking to anyone. I could only assume she was making alternate calls to the house phone, but the line was tied up because I had the computer on the internet, and my mobile phone that I had switched off. Then Chantelle returned carrying a McDonald's bag. She joined Vicky in the Saab and they stayed there until well after midnight when quite suddenly they drove away.
Sticking my head around the curtain I saw that they had left Chantelle's VW parked in the street. So I assumed they planned on coming back the following morning. All day Sunday they sat out there in the drive with Chantelle making numerous trips to Macdonald's, which is not too far away. Once again they left just after midnight but this time they took Chantelle's car as well. I assumed that Chantelle needed it to get to work the following morning.
I was up and out of the house very early on the Monday, just in case Vicky turned up again. I went out to the Motorway service area where I got myself a questionable breakfast. Then I sat reading the daily papers until it was time for me to go to work. Unusually for me, I was the first one in that morning. I figured the game would come to an end today. Vicky was bound to call me at the office. But I figured I'd got some payback for her giving me the fright she had on the Friday night.
Sure enough, five past nine my phone rang.
"David, where the hell have you been?" Vicky demanded, "I've been trying to get into the house all weekend."
This verbal attack upset me again. To be honest I was expecting a very contrite Victoria that morning.
"I wouldn't suggest you try to get into the house again, Vicky. You don't live there anymore, remember, and as the house is much too big for me alone I've rented it out." A lie of course but it had the desired effect. Vicky went loopy.
"Are you mad? You've can't have rented it out. Why the hell would you do that?"
"Now look, Vicky, we've got a very expensive court battle coming up, the rent on the house will help pay for it."
"You've gone bloody crazy."
"No, Vicky, you went bloody crazy when you started all of this! You accused me of cheating on you. You called me all those names in that stupid letter. And you wouldn't talk to me while you were hiding at Chantelle's house."
"David, we have to talk."
"It's a bit late for talk now, Vicky. Talk time was Friday evening. Now it's the lawyers' make money time."
"So that's it. You're not even sorry for what you've done. You're just happy to see the back of me after twenty years?"



"Wow, hold on there, girl. First off I've got nothing to be sorry about; you were the one that did the walking out bit. You were the one who left the stupid note that nearly gave me a bleeding heart attack. And it was you who started talking about divorce. Now I suggest you go and see that solicitor you were so quick to threaten me with and find out what he has to say. Then call me back and give me his details so that I can pass them on to mine. Good bye, Victoria."
I hung up the phone. Was I pushing things too far? Well, yes, I suppose I probably was. But as far as I'm concerned there is only one thing worse than finding your spouse is playing around behind your back and that's when the person you love doesn't have the trust in you that they should have.
I made a couple of telephone calls that I thought were necessary, the first to Ryder's truck rental; there were a couple of things I needed to check out with them. They gave me a number and I had a long conversation with a very contrite little man. I'd meet him once at one of Chantelle's parties; I think I scared the shit out of him. Then I made an international call and covered that angle.
Half an hour later I got a call from Maria Grant. She was a little annoyed with me.
"Mr Polson, we've just had a visit from your wife and I very much suspect that you knew she had intended to retain me today to act on her behalf."
"Well, yes, I did suspect that was what she was planning to do. But as you are the best divorce lawyer around here, I thought it would be much better if you were acting for me instead."
"My clerk has sent her to another practice. I'll warn you they are very good and expensive."
"Maria, no offence intended, but can you tell me of a solicitor who isn't expensive."
"No offence taken David. It's your money; you can say what you like. But why aren't you talking to her and sorting this mess out."
"The answer to that is all in a name. Victoria is calling me David. That means she is angry with me. She would not hear what I say when I tell her I did not have an affair. She doesn't want to believe me. If she did, she would have called me Dave. It's as simple as that. Victoria has never called me David."
"I'm not sure I understand your logic. But I really think you two should get together and talk."
"Well, I am prepared to do that when Victoria is willing to listen. But then I've got some rather important questions to ask her. If I don't get the answers I want, you will be handling our divorce anyway."
"David, do you have reason to believe your wife has been unfaithful to you or something?"
"Not really, but she appears to have been pretty quick to believe that I would be. I've always found that people expect others to behave as they do themselves. I just got to thinking, has Victoria been as faithful to me as she expects me to be to her. She appears to be condemning me very quickly."
"I think I see your logic now. But it's not one I've come across before."
"Well, we will see what happens, shall we? I'll call you later, Maria."
I didn't get much work done for the rest of the morning and it wasn't until going on twelve that Vicky called me back.
"Dave, we have to talk."
Straight away, I came off of the offensive and agreed to meet her at two o'clock in the pub down the road from my office. At first Vicky appeared surprised at what she thought was my sudden capitulation. But when she returned to calling me David, I realised I still had a fight on my hands.
I was sat in a quiet corner when Vicky entered the bar. She came directly over and sat down opposite me although I had left her room in the booth to sit beside me.
"Aren't you going to buy me a drink?" she asked.
"No, you can buy your own bloody drinks. Remember you walked out on me. You don't need me!"
Vicky was taken aback. I think she still thought I had cheated on her and would therefore be the one on the defensive. She got up and went to the bar to buy herself a drink.
"Well, what have you got to say for yourself?" she demanded when she returned.
"Victoria, I haven't got the foggiest idea what has got into you. Just what you think I should be apologising for, I don't know."
"You were in Blackpool last weekend with some little tart. You were seen so don't try to deny it."
"Victoria, last week I was in Edinburgh. You know that, I spoke to you several times."
"I know nothing of the kind. I spoke to you on your mobile phone; you could have been in bloody Timbuktu for all I knew. And I've been told you were in Blackpool with a woman."
"Victoria, I was working. You know my itinerary; it's the same four times a year. Glasgow, Edinburgh, Aberdeen. Three days in each. I've been doing the same thing for nearly five years now."
"But you were seen in Blackpool."
"Okay, Victoria, who saw me in Blackpool. Whoever told you they saw me there is either mistaken or lying to you. Why would anyone go to bloody Blackpool at this time of year anyway? It must be bleeding freezing up on that coast at this time of year."
"To see the lights! Chantelle went on a coach trip last weekend to see the Blackpool illuminations and to do some shopping for Christmas. She saw you and the little slut you were staying with. She said you were so engrossed in her that you walked right past her a couple of times and she followed the pair of you up to your room."
"Chantelle. I thought as much. Vicky, how long have I known Chantelle?"
"Since you've known me I suppose."
"And do you think I would not notice Chantelle if I was staying in the same hotel as her for ... oh, yes, how long was I supposed to be sharing a hotel with her?"
"The weekend. She went up on a weekend trip. Friday to Monday."
"Where is your logic, Victoria? Chantelle is not my favourite person. But she does have presence. Do you think that any man would not notice those sexy short skirts she wears? Or that pair of Bristols that come around the corner ten minutes before she does."
I think I told you Chantelle was a looker. No guys ever miss Chantelle. Unfortunately quite a few guys have found that out, to their cost.
Victoria looked slightly confused. I think the argument was about over and she was about to capitulate and start apologising, when the door flew open and Chantelle strode into the bar. She made a beeline for our booth and then to my surprise plonked herself in the seat next to me trapping me in. With a look of triumph on her face she produced a small folder of the type they put photographic prints in.
"Right, you bastard, explain this away!" She demanded as she pulled a print out of the folder and shoved it under my nose.
I did a quick double take on the print and then started smiling. I took the print from Chantelle's hand and turned it towards Victoria.
"Oh, didn't you recognise May-Ling, Victoria? Isn't that kind of Chantelle? Look, Victoria, Chantelle has taken some nice photos of May-Ling. I hope you took some of my brother as well Chantelle. Do you know, Chan, I really didn't know they were in the country; did you, Vicky? I suppose their ship must have docked in Liverpool and Philip must have taken May-Ling up to see the Blackpool illuminations as well. You know their ship normally docks in Amsterdam."
My twin brother is married to May-Ling, a beautiful little Chinese girl he met in Singapore some years ago. They live on a container ship where he holds the post of first mate. The ship spends so little time in port that a lot of the married members of the crew have their spouses with them. Oh, and by the way my brother and I are identical twins, just like my daughters. Twins runs in my family, handy that! Vicky was crying then and Chantelle was sitting there with her mouth open. So I continued.
"Did you say hello to Phil, Chantelle? If I remember correctly you had the hots for him at our wedding. But that was a long time ago, wasn't it."
Now both of them were crying. Vicky because she had fucked up big time and Chantelle I supposed because she was upset that she'd dropped Vicky in it. I sat and sipped my beer whilst the two of them regained their composure.
After a little while, they stopped crying, but it was obvious that they had no idea of what to say. Chantelle was the first to pluck up the courage.
"Dave, I'm sorry I forgot all about Phil. I really thought it was you. The pair of you are so alike," Chantelle finally said.
"Well, we would be alike; we are identical twins after all. And I wouldn't worry about not remembering Phil though, Chan. I doubt he would remember a slag like you." That was a little uncalled for, but I was still playing very angry.
"I'm so sorry, Dave!" Vicky now appeared to have regained her courage. "I just didn't think of Phillip. Can you forgive me for being so stupid? You must see how it looked."
"No, I bloody can't!" I said angrily, both girls suddenly had very shocked expressions on their faces. "I've got a question for you, Vicky. Why? Why would you even think that I would cheat on you? We have been married for nineteen years. During that time have I ever given you reason to doubt me?"
"No, Dave, you've been a wonderful husband and a great father to our girls."
"Then, what made you so damn sure I was running around on you? And before you answer that, think; don't go telling me it was because Chantelle had told you. That would mean you trusted her more than you do me. I was your husband, the guy who has clothed you and fed you for the last nineteen years. The guy who came running to find you when you're so called friend here found herself a stud for the evening on your night outs together. Which I have never objected to, by the way."
Vicky sat there and stared at me. Obviously she'd taken in my warning and was thinking before she spoke. I waited for a little while before I continued again.
"Why were you in such a hurry to believe I would cheat on you? Could it be because you have been getting up to things you shouldn't behind my back in the past? You know, people tend to assume that others will behave as they do themselves. You see, the idea had never struck me in the past. I might be dumb or something but it never dawned on me that you would cheat on me when you were out with this slut. Because I could never imagine myself cheating on you, so I always believed you wouldn't cheat on me either.
"But you've moved the goal posts, Vicki, and changed all that now! I'm thinking I was being bloody naïve. Without a second thought, you assumed that I was cheating on you. You never bothered to challenge me or anything. Your friend told you I was cheating and you accepted it as fact, without question.
"Alright, now convince me you have never cheated on me. All those times you came home at two or three in the morning. And the times you stayed over at Chan's place. Come to that, what did you get up to whilst I was away?"
"Oh, god, Dave, I've never cheated on you. Honestly!" Victoria finally exclaimed.
"Oh, so you say. But if that's so who were those two arseholes who drove that bloody Ryder truck on Friday and why did you kiss the little prick."
I saw Vicky literally jump when I said she had kissed the guy.
"They are a couple of guys from Chantelle's office. She asked them to help me."
"Oh, yeah, and how did you pay them for their help when they got your stuff back to Chantelle's house? The same way Chantelle pays for her favours?"
Vicky knew what I was on about. Chan had often told us how she pays to get her car serviced. I'd warned her many times that the garage owner's wife was one tough woman. I saw her in action once. Entertaining but a little demeaning – come on, most guys enjoy a good catfight. I'd never seen the girl she had caught her husband with again.
"No. No! I wouldn't do that, I just gave Mike a little kiss on the cheek to thank him for his help that's all. It was nothing just a little peck."
"Yeah, but that was in public, where the whole world could see you. What did he get in private back at Chantelle's place?"
"Nothing, Dave, you've got to believe me; they just unloaded the van and left. They had to get the van back."
"If that is so, can you explain just why you were surcharged then? That van wasn't returned until ten on Saturday morning. When you book a van over the internet, girl, they send the paperwork back by email. I've read that email; that van was not returned until ten o'clock Saturday morning. So just what really happened? Now I've got to get out of here before I lose my temper. Let me out of here, Chantelle, before I push you out of the bleeding way."
Chantelle stood up and I pushed past her. I turned back to Victoria.
"I'm going to accept nothing but the whole truth from you. I've got plenty of friends out there who go to those same clubs you and the slut here have been going to. You had better decide very quickly whether you wish to try and save our marriage. At the moment, I don't give a damn either way. But if someone comes up with any stories about what you have been up to in the last few years, you had better make sure you have told me about it first. Be at the house tonight at eight tonight. I'll give you an hour to explain anything you need to." Then I walked out of the bar.
Look, I'm not daft and I don't think Victoria is really. Although I had never asked them to, my friends had always kept a very good eye on Vicky and Chantelle when they were on their nights out. Well, they would keep a good eye on Chan; it's common knowledge that she's a slapper. But I had been told that Victoria had got herself a nickname in the clubs. She was known as the Ice Maiden. Vicky was known to be great for a laugh on the dance floor but that was as far as it ever went. Vicky's trouble now was that she didn't know just who all my friends were and what kind of a slant they would put on what they told me. If she had been misbehaving, she would have to tell me herself tonight.
Having taken a late lunch I decided that there wasn't much point in going back to the office so I began to make my way back home. Once home I'd plugged the phone back in before I'd gone out that morning and I was greeted as I entered the house with the answer-phone message light flashing at me. There were a couple of messages early in the day that Vicky had obviously left before she called me at work. They were of the demanding to know where I was and why couldn't she get into the house variety.
Then there was a call from Ricky Morris. Ricky and I had been at school together. We weren't exactly friend's back then, but let's just say that on the quiet, it was with my help he got such good marks for his home work. Ricky liked to play the tough man when he was with his mates. But really he wanted to do well at school and I kind of acted as a private tutor for him.
"Dave! I've been trying to call you all the bleeding weekend. What's the story, mate? Victoria and Chantelle were at the club Friday night. Chantelle was telling everyone that you two have separated. Give me a call will you? I need to know how you want to play things?"
I returned Rick's call, but before I had a chance to say anything he announced he was coming over straight away and hung up on me. Within ten minutes his car pulled into my drive.
As I said Ricky is a hard man who, in his younger days, had gotten into quite a bit of trouble with the police. He'd sorted himself out quite nicely once he joined a good gym where he'd gotten into amateur boxing. That somehow had led to him becoming a bouncer at one of the bigger local nightspots and over time he had finished up as the manager of the place. Some say that he is also part owner of a couple of the local nightspots, which I wouldn't put past him.
Anyway Ricky has a soft spot for me as I said; he has always looked after my interests as far as Vicky was concerned. He would often call me at work or sometimes he'd pop into the pub where I had lunch and without my asking he would subtly tell me just who Vicky had been dancing with and who if anyone had tried to get it on with her. I'm pretty sure that if any guy had ever persuaded her to go outside, Ricky or his bouncers would have had something to say about it. It had been Ricky who had told me that Victoria had the nickname the Ice Maiden.
Rick turned down my offer of beer as he was working later, so we settled for some coffee.
"Right, Dave, what the fuck is going on between you and Vicky? She was in the club Friday and Chantelle was telling every one that the pair of you had separated. She said that you were bonking some little chink bit in Blackpool last weekend or something."
"Don't tell me. Chantelle went up Blackpool last week and apparently Phillip was up there with his misses. Chantelle thought it was me and the bitch told Victoria. I came back from Aberdeen to find that Vicky had moved out on me, without a by your leave."
"Oh, fuck, but you soon put her right, didn't you?"
"Well, not exactly, Rick. Let's just say we are playing mind games at the moment. I got pretty pissed off that Vicky hadn't spoken to me about it first. I was wondering if she has been playing around behind my back."
"Hey, no chance there, man. No one gets into Vicky's pants, I'm 100% on that one. When some of the studs heard there was trouble between you two, they thought they might get lucky Friday night. But from what I heard the ice was a damn sight colder than usual. Vicky and Chan left well before closing time. Oh, and the taxi took the two of them straight home to Chantelle's place. I had a word with the driver; I thought you would want to know."
"Thanks Ricky, it's good to have friends."
"All part of the service, Dave. Hey it's about time you came down to the club anyway. You never come in to see the boys nowadays."
From then on the conversation dropped back into what old friends were up to and that kind of thing. Before we knew, it was almost eight o'clock and Ricky said he had better to get to the club. Ricky was just leaving, when Victoria pulled into the drive.

I saw Victoria do a double take on Ricky as he reversed out. She had a confused look on her face as she had obviously recognised him, but she had no idea that I knew him. I was standing in the doorway as she walked up the steps.
"Wasn't that, Morris, the manager at the Star-light?" she asked. "What was he doing here?"
"Ricky Morris, you mean? Yeah, he's an old friend of mine. He came around to commiserate with me over our upcoming divorce. Come in and sit in the kitchen, I've got some coffee on the go."
I followed Vicky into the kitchen and managed to beat her to the coffee pot. This was my house now and I'd poor the bloody coffee.
"Look, Dave, this is silly. I realise you're annoyed at me, but you're being childish about it. Chantelle was sure it was you she saw. How was she to know that Phillip and May-Ling were in the country? What else would you have thought in my situation?"
"I would have thought that Chantelle had made a mistake, until I had checked up on things myself. But you didn't check up, did you? You decided to leave me."
"Look, Dave, I was wrong. I'll admit that. But why did you lock me out of the house?"
"Because you decided it was no longer your house and left it. When you walked out that door on Friday, you effectively ended our marriage."
Don't be silly, Dave. I was angry and I was trying to teach you a lesson. I realise it was a stupid thing to do. Look, I'm sorry and I want to come back home.
"Well, you made the bed, now you had better get used to laying on it."
"You mean you're not going to let me move back in."
"No."
"But why not."
"Because I don't believe you or at least I don't trust you. Tell me when did Chantelle tell you she had seen Phillip in Blackpool?"
"Tuesday when she came back. Why do you ask?"
"Before I spoke to you on the phone that night or after?"



"After."
"So on Wednesday when I called you, you knew that Chan thought she had seen me or rather Phillip."
"Yes."
So why didn't you challenge me on Wednesday evening? Better than that, why didn't you call me back on Tuesday after Chan told you? Why did you act as if nothing was wrong?
"I don't know. I wasn't sure what I was going to do about it then."
"But you made up your mind, didn't you? You decided life would be better without me. You thought you were going to get it all, didn't you. All our savings and a good chunk of my pension as well. I didn't matter; it was only the money you were worried about."
"Oh, my god, no, Dave. Where the hell did you get that idea? I just wanted to throw a scare into you. Honestly."
"So if you were just throwing a scare into me, why take all that furniture? Just you not being here would be a scare. You didn't have to empty half the bloody house."
"You are right, it was overdoing things but Chan said it would make you think I was serious."
"Oh, Chan again. It always comes back to Chan. Do you know that nearly all of the disagreements we've had over the years have come down to Chan and the ideas she puts into your head? And there's one other point. If Chantelle had told you she had seen me with a Chinese girl, what would you have thought?"
"I would have immediately thought of Phil."
"But Chan never told you the girl she claimed she saw me with was an oriental, did she?"
"I suppose she didn't notice. You have to admit May-Ling's features aren't that strong."
"So why the bloody hell was Chantelle telling all the guys down the club that I was shacked up with a little chink bird?"
"She can't have known. She said she didn't know that the girl was Chinese until you pointed out on those photos in the pub and she only got those back from the laboratory this morning."
"Don't ask me. Ask Ricky next time you see him, or any of your fancy men down at the club. They'll tell you what Chan was telling everyone. I think Chantelle knew it was May-Ling and Philip when she saw them. I just can't figure out why she told you she didn't recognise them."
"But why would she do that?"
"I don't know, Victoria. She's your bloody friend. You tell me what she was trying to achieve and why."
"But she seemed so sure. It was her idea for me to move out of the house."
Vicky sat there silently staring into space for a long time. I got up and poured myself a drink.
"Can I have one of those?" she asked. I poured her a Scotch and soda.
"Dave, can I ask you something?"
"Anything you like?"
"But will you be honest with me"
"I've always been honest with you. Well, there were a couple of times when I had to lie to you when I was planning surprises. Like our tenth anniversary honeymoon."
"No, this is serious. I need you to tell me the truth. Have you ever made a pass at Chan since we've been married?"
"Now who's trying to be funny? Of course I haven't. Do I look daft? God knows what you could catch off her. She never has been choosy."
"And what about Fran Cooper, your old secretary?"
"Fran? Are you mad? You've met her husband. What do you think I've got - a bloody death wish?"
"So you've never made a pass at Chan and you never had anything going with Fran."
"Don't be silly! Why do you ask?"
"You definitely never kissed Fan."
"Well, of course I kissed her a few times. If I remember, I thought her old man was after your tonsils a few times under the mistletoe at those Christmas do's."
"No, I mean beside at the Christmas parties. Everyone kisses under the mistletoe."
"You're being silly again! Only a fool would mix business with pleasure and besides that I was very happy with the woman I had."
"Bugger, I've been such a fool."
"I'll make no comment on that, but it's cost you more than you'll ever know."
Vicky looked at me with the look that should have sent me dashing over there to comfort her. My heart went out to her, but I was still trying to retain the moral high ground. I was still playing the put upon husband.
Then she turned on the tears. Oh, fuck, I lost the battle! I'd had a hard enough problem walking out of the pub earlier in the day when she started crying. A bad tactical mistake Vicky had made there. If she had sat beside me, I would have capitulated then. I moved over and sat beside her putting my arm around her shoulders. After what seemed like an age she stopped crying.
"You never have done anything that you're ashamed of in our marriage, have you?"
"What do you think babe?"
"Then why?"
"Why what, Vicky."
"Why would Chan tell me you had? Why would she tell me she had seen you with Fan?"
"You had better ask her that one, Victoria. She's your friend."
"No, she's not. Not anymore, she isn't. I don't know why but every doubt I've had about you in our married life I can trace back to Chan."
"What bloody doubts?"
"Oh, suspicions about you playing around when you're away from home, and that you had something going on with Fan."
"Do bloody what? Why the hell have you never said anything in the past?"
"Because I love you. I didn't want to bring anything to a head. I thought I'd let things slide and you would come back to me."
"I'd never leave you, Vicky. I love you too much."
"I know that now. I should have always known it. I'm sorry, Dave, I haven't been a very good wife. I haven't given you the trust I should have. Can you forgive me?"
"Ooh, now there's a question. But I don't think it's for me to answer. I think you need to answer that yourself. Look into your heart and work out why you thought I would be unfaithful to you. When you can figure that one out, I think you'll have your answer."
Vicky reached into her bag and retrieved her mobile phone. Deliberately she dialled a number.
"Chantelle, you are no longer a friend of mine. I never want to see you or hear from you again...Shut up and listen, you bitch. I'm calling you because if I met you in person I'm not sure I could control myself; I might kill you or something. All my life I listened to you. Now I realise you have always been trying to drive a wedge between me and my husband. You've lied to me so many times I can't count them. No, stay out of my life from now on."
Vicky looked up at me. "Can I bring my bags in out of the car now?"
"No, we'll go straight to bed. I've missed you for the last couple of weeks and you'll definitely not need any night clothes tonight."
We went up to bed and spent the night trying to relive our honeymoon. I think it was one of the best nights we ever had. In the morning I made arrangements to have our furniture collected from the storage unit Victoria had hired.
We dropped back into our old life. Oh, there were the solicitors' bills to pay but at least Chan was out of our lives. I think it was worth every penny.
It was some time before Vicky figured out what Chan's problem was. Vicky ran into an old friend one day who told her that before Vicky and I were married. Chan had told her she had a crush on me and she intended steeling me from Victoria. Well, that never happened. I do remember Chan coming on a bit strong but, as I have said, I always figured her to be a slut so I steered clear.
Vicky and I intend to grow old together. And we talk about our feelings lot more nowadays. Oh I'm a regular at Ricky's club most weeks now. But the Ice Maiden dances a lot more than I do.
As for Chantelle, I don't think either Victoria or I have seen her since.
It was the night of our next anniversary. I'd been away on one of trips. Vicky attacked me as I entered the front door. She then started dragging me up to the bedroom discarding her clothes as she went. Once in the room she pushed me down onto the bed and attacked my belt, within moments she had removed my trousers and underpants whilst I removed my shirt. I must add I don't remember her removing my shoes and socks, maybe she removed them after her lips clamped down on the old John Thomas. But by that time I was beyond caring.
I watched her head rise and fall as she tried to force as much of me as possible down her throat. What's the old comment she could suck a billiard ball down a hose-pipe? Well, that's what it felt like she was trying to do.
God, Vicky gives bloody good head. Far better either that Fran or Chantelle. Maybe not quite as good as that little Chinese bird up in Blackpool though. Mind you it was bloody lucky for me that she looked so much like May-Ling. I nearly cocked things up in a big way there.
Oh, by the way, I did try Chantelle out just before I got married Vicky. Come on, there are advantages to being an identical twin, but really Chan was all show and not much action. I think she must have gotten a little pissed off with Phil when I told her she wasn't that good in bed. Well, I never did like the bitch. I'm just wondering if Chan ever worked out that Phil and I pulled the switch on her. If she did, she was the only one, well I think? But it might explain why she tried to put the boot in.
Look, I have said that I consider myself a bloody gentleman. But I've never said anything about having a flawless character though.
He Who Dare's Wins!
Life goes on. Just a little more carefully.
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As Always first things first. I thank my LadyCibelle and Techsan for their patience, proof reading, editing skills and of course encouragement. I'd also like to add that we don't always see eye to eye, so I take full responsibility for the content and any cock-ups in this story.
Life in most ways had been kind to me up until that day. How was I to know that something as simple as my PA at the office, Joyce, leaving her book on the table of a restaurant was going to cause such turmoil in my life?
I came back from lunch to find Joyce sitting at her computer cursing loudly. I assumed the PC had hung again. Why is it that some people appear to be able to make Windows hang just by looking at a computer, Joyce was one of those; she was convinced that Bill Gates had a personal vendetta against her. But I usually found she had used up every damn bit of memory on her system by having just about every conceivable document open and program running at the same time.
I enquired as what was the cause of her obvious anger; I thought that a couple of Alt/Ctrl/Del's would solve her problem, as it usually did. But Joyce informed me that she had misplaced the book she had been reading. She had been attempting to track down another copy as she had really gotten into the story. But it appeared that it was out of print and didn't show up on any of the local library lists either.
Apparently Joyce had picked the book up in a second-hand bookshop and she was extremely frustrated about losing it. Now she had lost the damned thing and she thought she would never discover how it ended.
"It's a mystery story," she said, "to be honest the damn book isn't that good really, too damned slow for my liking; but I just want to know how it ends."
I soon forgot about the incident for a few days after that. Until on the weekend, my wife Sarah started turning the lounge upside down when I was trying to watch the football on the telly.
"Have I done something to upset you, dear?" I asked.
"No, why?"
"It's just a little distracting, having you turn the place upside down whilst I'm trying to watch Man-U on the telly."
"Sorry, dear, but I can't find my book. I had it earlier and now I can't find it."
"Oh, Christ! Not another lost book? I've had Joyce ranting on about losing the book she was reading all bloody week." A bit of an exaggeration, I know, but then it's just one of those things you say.
"Oh, what book has Joyce lost?"
"I'm not sure, something about a Spanish doctor or something."
"Oh, god, not "A Spanish Doctor in Paris?"
"Yeah, I think she said it was called something like that, I wasn't really listening. Have you read it and can you tell her the ending?"
"I'm sorry I can't; it was a long time ago that I read it, before Christina was born. I don't remember finishing it; I think it was too slow for me and I gave up on it. But why don't you take her my copy she can see how it ends herself. It should be in one of those boxes you put up in the loft for me."
Damn it. One of those boxes she had said. Sounds like a simple task, but Sarah is an avid buyer and reader of books; none of which she ever appeared to wish to part with. Consequently there was a least one box of books in that attic for every one of the eighteen years that we have been married. I think she probably had more books up there than could be found in the average local library.
"Jesus, it'll take me a month to go through all those boxes."
"Don't be silly, Mike. I remember I was reading it about the time I became pregnant with Christina. All those boxes have got the year we put them up there on them. All you've got to do is find the right box."
So Sunday morning found me climbing the ladder into the attic and searching for the right box. Which in the end I located. Pleased with myself, I put the book in my briefcase. Joyce had been my right hand for so long at the office and she was always doing things for me. On the Monday, I was going to take great pleasure in giving it to her. (The Book I mean. Jesus, how some folks' dirty minds work.)
"What's that silly grin about?" Joyce demanded when she came in for our conference on the Monday morning. "Is my petticoat showing, or something?"
"No, I've got a little present for you."
"Oh, goody, has my rise come through."
"You'll be bloody lucky. Personnel agree who deserves the rises but then they have to get the money out of accounts. That isn't as easy as we all would like. No, here, "A Spanish Doctor in Paris". That's the book you were so upset about losing last week, isn't it?"
"Oh, thanks, Mike, that was kind of you. Where did you find it?"
"I didn't. Sarah had a copy she read years ago. I just had to spend most of yesterday searching for it."
Yes, an over-exaggeration again, but it earned me a kiss on the cheek. (On the cheek, I said.)
"Thanks, Mike. I don't know what I would do without you," Joyce said as she did so.
"No, it's the other way around, Joyce. I'd be lost without you."
Whilst Joyce flicked through the book probably looking for the place she had left off, a small card fell out.
"It looks like Sarah left her bookmark in here." She said as she retrieved it from the floor and placed it on my desk.
"I think she said it was too slow for her, so she gave up on it."
"Slow, you're not kidding. But I really want to know who the murderer is. Thank again, Mike."
Joyce left me to get on with my work and I thought no more about that little card. Until, I was clearing my desk later in the day, that is. I picked it up and after little more than a cursory glance threw it in the waste bin.
But you know how it is, you read something quickly and it's a few moments before you realise what you have just read. When I realised what I had actually just seen, I dug the card out of the bin again. It was a reminder card, the sort that they give you in some hotels. It had the hotels name, a room number and the date of the reservation on it 23/04/86, together with the name of the guest. The guest's name on this one read Mr & Mrs M J Garrett. That's me, Michael Jeffrey Garrett and my wife.
But there was the problem. The hotel was the Majestic out on the edge of town, but to my knowledge I could never remember being in or near the place. Let alone having booked a room there. So just where had this card come from and how did my name come to be on it? Mildly curious I placed it in the top pocket of my jacket and then promptly forgot about it - well, almost. I had planned to ask Sarah about it later.
Forget about it I did, until about a month later. I'd asked Sarah if she would take a couple of my suits to the cleaners for me, one of them being the one I had put the card in the pocket of. When I came home that evening, lying on my dresser was all the normal flotsam you gather in your pockets that Sarah had removed when she took the suits in to be cleaned.
As I went through all the old receipts, ticket stubs etc. I suddenly remembered the hotel card. But it wasn't there.
"Sarah, when you cleared out my pockets this morning, did you see a reception card from the Majestic hotel amongst all the junk?"
"No, Michael, just the stuff I left on your dresser."
I must admit she was quick and good but she had made the mistake! Yeah, Sarah had just made the mistake that set alarm bells ringing in my head and gave me a very uneasy feeling in my stomach. She hadn't stopped to a take that second or two to think about what she was going to say, before she spoke. She hadn't blushed or looked away before she answered, she had looked me right in the eyes and said "No, Michael!" and that told me something was wrong.
Now I'm Mike to everyone and always have been. I've never been called Michael by anyone but Sarah and then only when she was angry or upset with me. It's one of those things; the warning signs you pick up on when you've been married as long as we have. But Michael was what Sarah called me.
So who was she upset with or was she angry about? Herself, of course - she knew that she had slipped up and I had found that hotel room card. Sarah, when she had found that card in my pocket, had recognised the significance of it. Some significance that she did not want me to know about. That's why she had removed it from amongst all the other flotsam from my pocket.
"Oh, I thought there was a room card from the Majestic in amongst this lot. I was wondering if you knew where it came from, that's all?
"Where the hell would that have come from?" Sarah asked.
"Well, that's what I was wondering since we've never stayed there. The card was in that book of yours I gave to Joyce. I was only curious about it, as we've never been there."
"I suppose I must have got it off my brother. You remember he and Stephanie stayed there when they came to Christina's Christening. They got the short straw; you had to book them in there because the "George Inn" was full."
"Oh, yes, that's right. I remember everywhere was booked up because of some big conference and I paid by credit card when I booked, because they wouldn't guarantee to hold the room."
Apparently satisfied I dropped the subject. Well, that gave Sarah a nice false sense of security. I had to admit that it did sound all nice and plausible. But there was a burning question of the date. I thought that I had a lot to find out about before I brought the subject up again and letting Sarah think I accepted the explanation would possibly serve my purpose best.
You see the dates as I remembered them were one year out. Sarah had originally said she was reading that book before Christina was born. Christina was born on January the 20th 1987 and she was three months old when she was christened. Beside the date being a year out, that book would most likely have been in the attic by then.
++++++++++++++++++++++
First thing the following morning I called Joyce into my office.
"Joyce, what do you do with my old desk diaries?"
"I keep them in my desk drawer for the year, just in case we need to refer to them. Then I send them down to the archives. Why do you ask?"
"Can you get on to archives for me and find out if they can track the ones for 1986 and 1987?"
"Jesus, Mike, that's ancient history. I didn't even work for you back then. What do you need them for?"
"Personal reasons, Joyce. I need to check a few things out."
"I'll go down myself in a few minutes and see what I can find, if you want."
++++++++++++++++++++++
An hour later Joyce came in and dropped the diaries on my desk. She gave me a quizzical look but made no comment. Once she had gone, I looked up the 23rd of April 1986. It was a Wednesday and as I feared I left on a trip to Germany that morning, returning on the evening of the 24th.
Out of interest I hunted around the date of Christina's christening but could find no mention of booking a room at the Majestic; although I could remember doing so. Not that it made any difference as the christening was held on a weekend anyway. I knew that card was dated the 23rd of April. And I was pretty sure it was 1986 not 1987. As 23rd April 1987 fell on Thursday that card could not have referred to a hotel booking for the christening because that was held on a Saturday, although I couldn't quite place the date.
I was still sitting there staring at the diaries when Joyce came back into my office with a cup of coffee for me.
"What's up, boss? You look confused."
"You remember that book I gave you and that card that fell out of it. Well, it had my name on it but I've never stayed in the Majestic. I got curious that's all. Now it appears I was at a conference in Germany on that date. I can't figure out why Sarah had that bloody room card."
"What was the date on the card?" Joyce asked as she took the diary from me."
"23rd April 86," I told her.
"Are you sure?"
"Yes, I'm bloody sure and for some reason that I can't figure out the card went missing from my pocket."
"Hmmm," Joyce said as she looked through the diary. "What are all these stars you've drawn in the margin for?"
I looked at what she was referring to.
"Um, Sarah was trying to get pregnant at the time. They, um are, well, our score card."
"Bugger, you two didn't go by halves, did you? You know you can overdo things, don't you?"
"Hold on," Joyce said as she flicked backwards and forwards in the book. "From the 10th to the 17th there are no stars so I assume that was Sarah's time of the month. Then two stars a day until the 23rd when I assume you flew out. None the 24th as you were away. But you went doolally when you came back by the look of it on the night of the 24th. Assuming you wrote up your score the following day that is. It looks like the pair of you went overboard after you came back."
"Come to think of it, it was a long time ago but I remember now! I thought Sarah was trying to wear me out after I came back from that trip. She nearly bloody killed me, but it must have worked because she finally got pregnant that moonnth..." my voice must have faded at the end of my sentence as the true significance of what that card could mean, hit me.
"Now hold on, Mike. Let's not go jumping to any wrong conclusions here."
Joyce was obviously thinking along the same lines as I was.
"Have you got any other ideas as to why that bloody card has so mysteriously disappeared and why Sarah claims she hasn't seen it? But she must have taken it out my jacket pocket."
"Well, no, but you can't go assuming anything, Mike. You need to talk to Sarah very carefully about this. If you're wrong, you could destroy your marriage for nothing by accusing her of something you have no proof of."
Joyce put her head in her hands and stared at the table for a while. Then she picked up the phone and called someone.
"Martin, how far do your client records go back there?" she waited whilst this Martin replied. "Well, can you see if you've got a M. J. Garret listed." Another wait. "Yes, a local address. Am I glad you put all your old files on computer! Just the two occasions?" she said as she scribbled notes on a pad. "Have you any idea how they were booked and paid for." -- "Oh, how about a Mrs S. Garrett?" -- "Right, thanks, Martin, I owe you one. Bye." -- "Pardon? Oh, that would be lovely. Pick me up at seven tomorrow evening then. Bye."
Putting the phone down Joyce looked at me. "Martin's the manager at the Majestic, we go back a long way. We're lucky they put all their old files on computer some years ago. Your name only appears in their records twice. The 23rd April 1986 for one night. Double room booked by telephone and paid for in cash. Then again on 1st May 1987 double room for one night only again, booked by phone and paid by American Express. Your card I assume. You're not on their mailing list as you live so close to them."
"So I did have the right date on that card?"
"Looks like it. I was hoping you were wrong. What are you going to do now, Mike. It was a long time ago and you've been happily married for so many years?"
"Have I? If what I fear happened that night did, Christina could well not be my daughter. My whole life could have been a massive lie."
"No, Sarah loves you, I know she does. Surely she wouldn't do something like that to you. There must be some other explanation."
"Well, like it or not something happened that night all those years ago. Something that Sarah has kept me in the dark about ever since and still wants to keep secret from me. Somehow I've got to reassure myself that Christina is my child. I won't be able to live with the doubt. And how do I know that Sarah hasn't been, well, you know, behind my back for all these years."
When I started my relationship with Sarah, she was a pretty wild party animal. But I always found her fun to be with. I knew she had been around the block a few times and I accepted that. I suppose that's a decision a lot of people have to make when choosing their life partner. Sarah's previous wild lifestyle had never bothered me because I lived just as hard myself. Once we got together we had both quietened down. At least I thought we both had. Now I was having my doubts about Sarah.
"I think we can answer the question about whether you're Christina's father quiet easily nowadays. You just have to get a DNA test done."
"And how the hell am I going to I do that, without raising Sarah's suspicions?"
"Easier than you think, my brother's doing some research thing at Uni. They are taking DNA samples all the time; something about trying to trace the origins of people. You know where they came from in the world, like Viking's, Saxon's, Norman's and all that kind of thing. I'll give him a call and we can pretend that he has asked you to participate in his research. Then you ask Christina and Sarah to take part as well. If Sarah puts up any objections you will at least know that you've got something to worry about. Or rather Sarah is worried that you might find something out."
"Good one, Joyce. Give him a call and see if you can set it up will you?
++++++++++++++++
The following evening at dinner I brought up the subject of Joyce's brother's DNA research and told Sarah and Christina he had asked us if we would take part in his project. Sarah went what I can only call stiff when I mentioned it; after some thought she said she didn't want to take part and she didn't want Christina or myself to take part in it either.
The reason she gave was that the government had too much information on us as it is. She thought it was an invasion of privacy. When I told her it was an academic study she pointed out that all academics work for the government in the long run. It was the government who ran all the universities.
I gave up on the argument and agreed with her; I had discovered what I wanted to know. But what she didn't know was that the ball was already rolling. When Joyce had explained to her brother what the problem was he had offered to do the analysis for me and had told me if I wanted he could get the DNA he needed from hair samples. It wasn't the way they normally worked but he had access to the technology required.
+++++++++++++++++++
Three weeks later I told Sarah we were going out for a meal on the Friday evening. She was both excited and curious when I wouldn't tell her where we were going. Whether she realised that the shit was about to hit the fan or not I'm 100% sure. But she was quite subdued when we first arrived in the Majestic's restaurant.
"Why have we come here?" she asked.
"Joyce's boyfriend is the manager here and she's been telling me how nice it is. I thought it wouldn't do any harm to give it a try."
My explanation appeared to calm her fears and we had an enjoyable meal together. As we left the restaurant Sarah was again confused when I steered her towards the lifts. By the time we got to room 419, I could feel her actually shaking. She didn't say anything and only slightly resisted as I lead her into the room.
I took her over to one of the chairs and she collapsed into it.
"Okay, Sarah, the game's over. I know you've been in this room before. Are you going to tell me about it now? Or am I going to leave this room a single man?"
She looked up at me obviously confused and with a very frightened look on her face. But she didn't volunteer anything, so I took the envelope from my pocket and handed it to her.
"What's this?" she asked as she took it from me.
"DNA test results, Sarah. I had those tests done anyway. Care to take a guess at what they say?"
Sarah's face showed blind panic.
"But they can't. You are Christina's father. I made so sure that you would be..." her voice faded to nothing.
"Would you care to develop on that, Sarah."
To be fair she couldn't say anything because she was crying so hard and she had her head buried in her hands.



There was a knock at the door; that took me by surprise. I opened it to find Joyce and Martin standing there.
"Sorry, Mike. I thought you might need a referee. Martin will stay outside but if you don't object - look you're a very level headed guy, Mike, but I think I'd better stand in on this one, just in case you do lose your temper."
"Come in if you want, Joyce. But I don't think we will be needing you, Martin. I've had plenty of time to get used to things. Thank you anyway, my friend."
Martin nodded to me as I closed the door, but it didn't look to me as if he had any intention of leaving and I could see what I assumed was the master key in his hand. Joyce sat on the other chair beside Sarah and I sat down on the bed.
"Sarah, Mike's my boss, but I've always considered both you as my friends. I probably don't know quite as much as Mike does about all this, but I believe I know most of what Mike does. However I fully intend to stay neutral in this; I think you need someone you can both talk to. If this evening turns into a slanging match? Well!"
Joyce reached out and took Sarah's hand. Sarah looked at her and they exchanged comforting smiles. I can't say that I was over-enthused with Joyce's presence as I was actually playing a tremendous bluff. I really needed to know what had happened on that night all those years ago and why. I worried that Joyce might be a little too neutral; Sarah and her had always got on so well together.
"Are you going to tell me about it now, Sarah? Or do I leave this room a single man?"
"No, oh, please, no," was all Sarah could say before she was lost in tears again.
Damn it, after all the build up, I was beginning to get impatient. Maybe it was a good idea for Joyce to be there.
"Okay, Sarah, let me tell you what I know. Guess what? Back in 1986, they weren't all that computerised at this hotel. Everything was written on little bits of paper and believe it or not it turns out that all those bits of paper are still down in the basement somewhere. You might not think so, but Martin was very kind and looked out the booking for this room for me."
I pulled a photocopy from my pocket. "It's all a bit cryptic but I think we've worked out what it all means. On April the 21st 1986, at just after ten in the morning. Accurate, aren't they? A woman called reception and booked a room - this room - for the night of the 23rd. She gave the name Mrs S Garret. But they must have told her that they needed a credit card number to hold the room, the same as they did me a year later. They crossed out Mrs S Garret and wrote in Mr M J Garret and my American Express card number. When I was using American Express you had a duplicate card on my account, didn't you. I should imagine the number refers to that card.
"On the night of the 23rd of April a man and woman, had a meal in the restaurant and that was charged to this room. Then at eight thirty that evening an international telephone call was made from this room. Strangely, or maybe not so strangely, to the hotel that I was staying at in Germany, I remember receiving that call. You told me you had been out at a neighbour's when I had called home and you were returning my call. You had counted on me being a creature of habit.
"The following morning just one breakfast was charged to this room. Why, I have no idea. Were you not hungry? Had you had enough protein for breakfast that morning? Perhaps you can enlighten me on that one.
"At 9 AM on the 24th a Mr Forester paid for the room by cheque. It appears that he was planning paying by cash, but you pair must have spent too much money on your evening meal and room service; the word cash was crossed out and cheque was written in instead. Perhaps he didn't have enough cash left on him. By the way how much did you charge him, for the night Sarah?"
"That was uncalled for, Mike!" Joyce butted in. I ignored her comment and continued.
"Anyway it must have caused some minor fracas because they felt they needed some proof of his identity. It appears your Mr Forester was a police sergeant. How many other times did you - excuse me, Joyce - fuck the bastard, Sarah?"
Sarah, who had been looking at the floor quietly sobbing, looked up at me. "I don't know what you want me to say?"
"I want to know the truth. You had a liaison with this arsehole Forrester in this room whilst I was out of the country. Nine months later Christina was born. What the hell were you doing, trying to get pregnant by him?"
"Oh, my god, no. I took every precaution I possibly could. I had a Dutch cap in and filled myself with spermicide. And I made him wear a condom."
"So you admit you slept with this Forester Pratt then."
"I can't very well deny it, can I? You've got the paper work."
"But why? Did you love him or something? How long did it go on for?"
"Love him? You've got to be bloody joking; I hated that bastard! He had me and there was nothing I could do about it. But he talked too much that night and I had a recorder with me that he didn't know about. That was why I booked the room so that I had access to it before he arrived. I recorded everything he said to me in this room that night so that he couldn't blackmail me into bed again."
"Are you telling he blackmailed you into sleeping with him?"
"Yes, he did. I only wish I'd had the sense to go to the police instead of giving in to the bastard. But I was young, stupid and naive. That's what Jenny did when he tried the same thing on her.
"Jenny. Where the hell does she fit into this?"
"Jenny had the same problem as me. But she had a damn sight more savvy than I had. I didn't realise the police and courts would keep our names and the details secret. You never even knew anything about it when I went to court to give evidence against the bastard."
I was totally lost by then, but I was beginning to feel a little relieved. What Sarah had said about being blackmailed had taken a massive weight off my shoulders. If she had been blackmailed into going with the arsehole, I felt I might be able to live with her betrayal. I went over to her, pulled her up and took her in my arms. She sobbed on my shoulder.
"But what about Christina and the DNA results?" she mumbled."
"Those papers say that Christina is my daughter. Apparently your precautions must have worked."
"But you let me think..."
"I had an empty gun, Sarah; I just wanted you to tell me the truth, that's all. But I'm afraid that now we come to the hard part. Just what on earth did Forester have on you that could possibly make you agree to his demands for sex?"
"Oh, god, do you really want me to tell you that?"
"In a word, yes. And no lies if you don't mind. I will be checking things out."
Sarah disentangled herself from my arms and sat back down. I returned to sitting on the bed.
"Oh, god. It goes back to long before we were married. ---- You've seen those old photos of Jenny and I at those children's summer camps in America. We worked in them two years on the trot." Sarah broke off and started crying again.
"I don't know how I'm going to explain all this to you. I'm so ashamed about it even now." She stopped and sobbed for a little while again. "Well, at the end of the season they give you up to four weeks before you have to fly home. The first year Jenny and I teamed up with some other English girls and we drove down to Florida. We had a great time in those four weeks. It made it worth spending summer looking after the little brats."
"Yes, I do remember you telling me about that."
"It was the second year that I didn't tell you about, Jenny and I were the only English girls on the staff at the camp. So we teamed up with two American and a Canadian girl. When the season finished we went in one of the American girl's car, over to Atlanta on the coast.
"I'm afraid that we spent much more money than we had intended to in the first couple of weeks. Jenny and I were talking about having to go home early as we were so broke. Well, all of us were a bit short of cash and then one of the American girls said she knew of a place where we could stay for a few days for nothing.
"We really should have known better. Mich was a real tearaway. She took us to this big country club hotel. There were lots of girls there all hanging around the pool in swimsuits when we arrived. Michelle told us it was a private gambling club for rich folks and they liked to have pretty girls around in bikinis to take the guys minds off the money they were losing. God, we were so bloody naive, but Mich made it sound so innocent she was very convincing."
"Anyway, on the Friday we hung around the pool in our bikinis all day. There were a few guests about and some of them were chatting us up. I really didn't think anything of it - there were always guys chatting us up over there in the States. Friday evening they were playing cards and drinking in the bar. I noticed that most, if not all the guys finished up with one girl or the another. I'm not sure what time Jenny and I went to bed but we both went alone.
Saturday was the same as Friday, but there were a lot more men about. A really nice guy called Tony started talking to me and I took quite a shine to him. He was quite young, not like a lot of the blokes there. He did gamble for a little while and I think he won quite a lot of money. But then he spent the rest of the evening dancing and talking to me.
"Jenny got herself hooked up with another nice guy and around midnight we all went swimming. After that it seemed so natural for me to go to bed with Tony. You know, I've never made a secret of the fact that I had slept with a few guys before we met. I didn't normally get into bed with guys just after I had met them, but you know how it is when you're on holiday and that's what I was on.
"Anyway about three in the morning all hell broke loose. Tony, the guy I was with, jumped out of bed and had his clothes on within moments of the shouting starting. He went outside for a while and when he came back he told me to get dressed quickly as Jenny had been hurt.
"I found Jenny downstairs with the paramedics treating her. Someone had knocked her about quite a bit. The police turned up and asked Jenny who beat her up. When she told them, they didn't appear to go looking for him. They just kept on asking her if she was sure she wasn't mistaken.
"Then Jenny and I were loaded into an ambulance and taken to a hospital. Jenny wasn't badly beaten up but she did have some cuts and bruises. Just after dawn the police came to the hospital and asked us to go with them to the police station. We assumed they wanted us to make statements about Jenny's attack. But when we got there they charged both of us with prostitution and put us in a cell. We couldn't believe what was happening. We weren't prostitutes.
"Some defence lawyer guy turned up and told us he had been assigned to represent us. He said he had been talking to the police and with what evidence they had he advised us to plead guilty. He told us that as we were foreign nationals, they would do no more than fine and then deport us. We told him we hadn't done anything but he informed us there were several witnesses who were going to swear on oath that we had propositioned them and at least two guys who were prepared to say that they paid us to have sex with them on the Friday evening.
"When we asked what was gong to happen about the attack on Jenny he said there was no record of any attack on her. When I asked him to look at her face, he told us the police report said that Jenny had fallen down the stairs when she tried to run away from the police officers. The lawyer told us our only option was to plead guilty to prostitution.
"A little later Tony came to see Jenny and me. Tony told us that there were a few politicians in the club. He said he didn't know who the guy was that had attacked Jenny, but he thought it must be someone important. I asked him if he would vouch for us and tell the judge that we weren't prostitutes. But he told us that whoever had the power to get the police reports changed was not anyone he wanted to tangle with. Tony told us to plead guilty; then he would see that our fines were paid and take us to the airport so that we could get out of the country.
"A little later in the morning we were bundled - that's all I can call it - into a court room. Almost before the charges were read out, our so-called defence attorney was pleading us guilty and the Judge gave Jenny and me a fine. I'm not sure how much; I was in a bit of a daze. I can only assume that Tony paid it, because before we knew what was happening he was driving us to the airport.
"Tony was acting like a friend and we thought he was trying to help us. But when Jenny and I discussed it all later we think he knew a lot more then he let on to us. We even thought it was him who was in charge of the cover-up of Jenny's assault.
"You see at the airport Tony somehow managed to produce our luggage, then before we were put on the plane some other guy came up and told us that it wouldn't be a good idea for us to try to return to the US. He told us as we had convictions for prostitution we would not be welcome over there and the embassy in London would not issue us with visas.
"That's why I didn't want to take the children to Disney World the other year when you suggested it. If I try to go to the US they are sure to refuse my Visa application and knowing you, you would have insisted on investigating why. I didn't want you to find out about any of this after what I went through."
"Is that why you went with that arsehole so that I wouldn't find out you had a trumped up prostitution charge against you?"
"Yes. Somehow he got hold of the police reports from the American police. He told me he was going to send you and both our parents copies of it. Your parents always had reservations about me; I was terrified about what would happen if they saw those reports."
"My god, girl, what did you think I would do, divorce you or something?"
"Well, yes, I was frightened you would divorce me. We hadn't been married all that long and I was at my wits' end; I didn't know what to do. I didn't even have the sense to tell Jenny about it, when he contacted me. Jenny was a lot more sensible than I was; she went straight to the police. When she confided in me I told her that he had already blackmailed me. She was furious with me and told me I'd been an idiot. She convinced me to tell the police about it; they took the recording I had made and told me that they were going to charge him with raping me. I was terrified of the publicity but they assured me they would keep my name out of the news.
"When he found out that he was going to be charged with blackmailing and raping me as well as trying to blackmail Jenny, he pleaded guilty. The police said he pleaded guilty to try to curry favour from the judge, so that he would get a lighter sentence"
"But why did you tape him raping you in the first place?"
"Well, I might be stupid for not going to the police in the first place, but I'm not entirely dumb. I was damn sure he wouldn't have been satisfied with having me just the once. I think he was planning on it being a regular thing.
"About two weeks after that night he called me one day and told me that he wanted me to meet him again. I played him the tape recording down the phone and told him that if he sent those American crime reports to anyone, I'd go to the police with the recording."
"And he left you alone after that?"
"No, not exactly. You remember we had that burglary in 86. Well, I'm pretty sure that was him searching for the tape. For a while I was very worried about what he was going to do, but then about six months later Jenny called me and told me he had approached her and that she had gone straight to the police."
"God, I'm having trouble taking this all in. That guy Tony or whatever his name was did you ever hear from him again?"
"No, but I've seen him more than once on the TV. It was a few years ago they were showing one of those convention things they have over there on the news. You know where they pick who's going to stand for president. Well, I'm sure I saw Tony standing in the background. I switched over and to watch the news on the BBC, they showed the same piece of film and it was him."
"God, I think I remember that night. I couldn't understand why you were suddenly so interested in who was going to stand for president. You've never been interested in politics."
"Now you know why, I wouldn't trust any of those buggers as far as I could throw them after what they did to Jenny and me. One of those perverted bastards knocked poor Jenny around because she wouldn't go to bed with him and then he got the pair of us branded as prostitutes so that he could avoid a scandal. Who was going to believe a prostitute if Jenny kicked up a fuss? They even managed to get us barred from entering the bloody country again."
Sarah who had appeared to gain some control over herself then started crying again. I sat there in silence running everything that she had told me over in my mind. Sarah was correct when she said my parents had not been enamoured with my choice of life partner. When I told them we were engaged they had tried to discourage me from marrying her. I had never realised how blatantly they must have made their opinion known to her.
Joyce coughed; both Sarah and I looked at her. "Well, Mike, Sarah has said her piece. Now its time for you to say something. You can't keep her waiting forever."
"Is Martin still out there?" I asked Sarah. She got and opened the door and Martin stuck his head around it.
"Martin, have you got another room available?"
"Plenty of them, it's a quiet night. What sort of room would you like."
"Well, I was thinking along the lines of the honeymoon suite. I think my wife has unpleasant memories of this room. I think we need a room that we can both feel relaxed in. Don't you, Sarah?"
Sarah didn't reply, she just dived off of the chair and flattered me on the bed. I'm not sure when Joyce and Martin left. But I hope they didn't hang around very long.
Life Goes on
Epilogue:
I found that I could put Sarah spending the night with Forester behind me. Sarah's conviction was a slightly different matter though. I sought out the police officer who had been in charge of the case against Forester. Mainly because I was thinking of a little personal revenge, but I didn't tell him that. He told me that Forester had bad time of it in jail, since he was an ex-police officer and apparently not a very pleasant one. Somewhere along the line someone - probably some poor bastard he'd put behind bars in the first place - got to him. He was beaten so severely that now he was a virtual cabbage in a nursing home somewhere.
But the officer went on to tell me that the story that Sarah and Jenny told him about the trumped up prostitution charge had peaked his interest. Some months later he had related the story to an FBI agent with whom he was working. The story must have piqued the FBI agent's interest as well, because after the agent had returned to the States, he came back to him later and said he thought that the girls were more than likely telling the truth.
He'd checked out the Country Club and it wasn't the sort of place the police would have normally raided looking for hookers, as he put. The club would have quietly shepherded them out of the place, rather than invite the bad publicity of having a hooker arrested inside the establishment. Although the agent reckoned half the female staff were "on the game" anyway.
The thing the FBI agent found to be a little strange was that Sarah and Jenny's case files had been sealed by the Judge who had originally heard the case. When the agent applied to have access to the files, he quickly found that he was put under pressure to let sleeping dogs lie, by his superiors. The FBI agent was pretty sure that the girls had been framed to keep them quiet.
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The Wanderer
*
Life can lead you down many strange paths. At nearly forty years old I tried a lot of them. No, I'd never been married but I had one hell of a time in my younger days. As a teenager I'd been a randy little bugger known for a high score count. In my twenties I'd turned into the office wolf and shagged my way out of several good jobs and some good relationships, if it comes to that.
No, none of my relationships ran the course. We would set up house together for a while but in the end they would catch me out. You see, I had always found attractive women a challenge. Come on, I found nearly all women a challenge. Married or single, it made no difference to me. I had to experience them in bed; or rather they had to experience me. God, I'm good - well I bloody should have been with all the practice I'd had.
I never though I was particularly handsome. I suppose that by some folk's standards I might not have been considered handsome at all. But what I had was "the gift of the gab" as they say and I could normally talk any bird I fancied into bed. Of course once I got her there I had the experience to keep her there. Come on, you ladies know what I'm talking about. Well, if you don't, get yourself another bed partner!
Morals? Yeah I've always had morals. Well, my own interpretation of morals, that is. I have always steered well clear of my buddies' women. If she belonged to an acquaintance, that was a completely different matter. But my buddies' women were completely off limits; even if they did give me the old come-on.
You see morals are a man made thing. You know, some old Git thought them up years ago and everyone else has to choose whether to live by them or not. Now me, I wrote my own moral code and I've stuck by it for most of my life.
But all good things must come to an end sometime I suppose. Now I'm pushing forty and with over twenty-five years of hard living behind me beginning to show, it was like someone had turned a switch off. Suddenly my bed was empty as the younger bucks took all the best pickings. I was beginning to wonder whether I'd lost the "knack" and beginning to feel real old.
Or maybe it was just that I was fed up with playing the game. I still got invited to lots of parties, but I was tending to show up less and less nowadays. If I left a party alone, people noticed. I had a reputation to uphold; in the past I always left with company. Female, of course, and you know, I would get those little knowing winks and sly smiles off of the other guys.
They had all stopped now, as I usually tended to go home alone. Yeah, there were often a few disparate women about, but I had my standards. And besides, sometimes I wondered just where my life was going. There I was thirty-nine years old and with nothing to show for it. No wife, no kids, just a flat in a rather nice block. But if I kicked the bucket tomorrow, who the hell would care?
++++++++++++++++
Anyway this story really starts in a supermarket; Safeway, to be precise, right by one of the frozen food cabinets. There I was sorting through the instant microwave dinners. No, I never have been much of a cook. When suddenly I got rammed in the leg by one of those bleeding killer carts. Shit, those things can do some real damage, especially when they're fully loaded.
"Oh, I'm sorry, did I hurt you?" A female voice said. I think I had probably cussed out loud a bit.
"No, lady, I'll live. Don't you go worrying your pretty little head about it. I just hope you don't drive your bloody car like that?" I hadn't looked at the woman. I was too busy inspecting the damage to my ankle.
"I'm so sorry some of these trolleys are so hard to control. I'm afraid my daughter picked a bad one this time."
I finally looked up at her, and the woman's face was somewhat familiar to me. Apparently she recognised me at the same time.
"Oh, my, it's George, isn't it?" She said, "Long time no see, George; how have you been keeping?"
I must have looked confused as I tried to place her face.
"Luchia, Luchia Roberts, surely you remember me? Mind, it must have been nearly twenty years since we last met."
"Of course, I recognised you, Luchia," I said, lying my head off and somewhat relieved that she had told me her name. For one horrible moment I'd been worried that she was one of my ex's. It's one thing for them to catch you out cheating on them and dump you. But to forget an ex's name, that would have been really embarrassing. Luckily Chia was not an old flame of mine; she'd married a one-time friend.
"I was sorry things didn't work out for you and Jerry."
"Oh, that's been over and done with for years now. Do you know, he never comes to see the girls and we haven't heard from him in years. Do you see him at all?"
"No, I haven't seen him since he married that little tart."
"Twice, he's been married twice since he walked out on me. My solicitors had all kinds of trouble getting the child support money out of him.
Strange that she said Jerry walked out on her as I had always thought she had thrown the silly Pratt out. To be honest the conversation was going in directions I really didn't want it to. But just then two young ladies walked up to join us.
"Oh, girls, come over here and meet George. He was an old friend of your father and I whilst we were courting. George was best man at our wedding you know. George, these are my daughters, Amelia and Claire."
I said hi to the two quite beautiful young ladies. If my memory served me correctly, the elder Amy must have been about twenty or twenty-one now and the younger one Claire would be about eighteen-ish. They smiled at me as they first approached, but once Chia mentioned that I'd been Jerry's best man at the wedding, their faces took on a cold expression.
"Do you have any children, George?"
"No, I never did get married, Luchia. You know me, I never stayed with one girl long enough to get spliced."
"No, I didn't know you, George - well, not closely anyway, but I always found you to be a gentleman."
Um, unexpected and surprising one that. Perhaps Chia had forgotten some of the things she said to me in our younger days.
"Oh, now there's a lot who wouldn't agree with you on that one, Chia."
"I say it as I see it, George, you know that. Now, I gather you're single."
'Whoops, alarm bells ringing, where is this conversation going now?' I thought. I must have looked confused.
"The TV dinners," Luchia explained, "you wouldn't be buying those if you had a woman at home looking after you, now, would you?"
"I never was much of a cook, Luchia. I eat out most of the time. But I keep the freezer stocked for when I have the odd evening in." Not the whole truth, as I was spending a lot of evenings alone indoors nowadays.
"I see you're into Bar-B-Q's by the look of what you've got stacked into that trolley," I commented wishing to turn the subject away from me.
"Yes, we're having a bit of celebration this evening; Amy has just got herself engaged."
"Good for you, Amy; who's the lucky guy?" A silly question for me to ask really, as I wouldn't know the guy from Adam anyway.
"Oh, just a guy I met at college," Amy replied, her tone telling me to mind my own business.
"I know. What are you doing this evening, George? Why don't you come along and join us?" Chia asked. "It'll be fun to talk about the old times."
I could see the girls weren't overly enamoured with this suggestion, but Chia persisted. She said she would enjoy talking about the old days before she was married. In the end I said I would go. Really, just to bring the conversation to a close, I didn't have any intention of actually turning up.
Then we went off in opposite directions to complete our own shopping. It was as I was leaving the checkout line that Claire came up to me.
"I don't know who you are, but my mother hasn't got very many friends. She's spent most of her time bringing up my sister and me. It's against my better judgement as you're a friend of my fathers, but I hope you do show up this evening for her sake. It appears she's looking forward to your company. Mind, if you do anything to upset her, I'll hunt you down and you'll be sorry you ever set eyes on her again. She's had a hard time since that bastard left us."
The venom in the girl's voice was unmistakable.
"Claire, I haven't counted your father amongst my friends since their divorce. I was never anything other than a friend to your mother. I think I told both your mother and father that I thought they were too young to get married in the first place. I always thought your father was much too immature to make the commitment. What he did to your mother and you two girls, I found inexcusable and I have told him so on many occasions."
"Very well then, we'll expect to see you about seven." With that she turned and stomped away.
++++++++++++++++
I suppose this is a good point to tell you about Jerry and Luchia. Jerry had been a friend of mine whilst we were at school and then college together. Somewhere along the line, I can never remember exactly how or when, he hooked up with Luchia. So for most of our teenage years Chia was around somewhere. Normally a very quiet girl, she and Jerry would go out together a couple of times a week. Sometimes he would bring her along with us - us was our little crowd, about seven guys along with they're respective assorted girlfriends - who regularly went out on the town together.
Chia was a nice girl, but she never really fitted in. As I said, she was very quiet for most of the time. But one thing about Luchia that no one ever missed was that she had no idea about tact and, when she did speak, would often say whatever came into her head. That could sometimes lead to embarrassing situations for all of us and never helped much in enlarging her own circle of friends.
Personally I had always liked her. No, not as a piece of skirt to chase. She was my buddy's girl. I did have some standards, but her openness meant you knew exactly where you stood with her. I knew that I wasn't ever her favourite person. Because she didn't like my wandering ways when it came to women and on occasions, she had been quite vocal on the subject. Damn we'd had some right old set-to's on the subject.
She came from a strict Catholic background, her parents kept her on a tight rein and she had a strict curfew. Jerry appeared to be besotted with her when he was with her. But when she wasn't around, he would always seem to be on the prowl for a bit of spare.
I think they were both about seventeen when they got engaged. I honestly advised Jerry against it. I never thought he was mature enough to make that kind of commitment. Shit, I had no plans to tie myself down and I thought I was much more mature than Jerry.
Come on, I told you that I ran around on my women but I never gave any of them a ring. I never promised them anything in the long term. So don't go thinking I'm some kind of a hypocrite.
Jerry was chasing bits of skirt all the time he was engaged to Chia. I never did think that was very fair of him. Christ, he had asked the girl to marry him and he was shagging anything he could lay his hands on, on the side. I went as far as to get a mutual girlfriend to warn Chia off. But it didn't appear to achieve anything, except Chia refusing to talk to Marion anymore.
Well, the inevitable happened. Jerry and Chia got married, and you don't have to guess who did the best the man bit. But after the wedding Jerry didn't change his ways; he was still apparently chasing anything in a skirt that he could. I tried to play the father figure character - I was a year older than Jerry and Chia - and I told Jerry his behaviour was well out of order.
Of course he just pointed out that I was playing around on the girl whom I was living with at the time. What he couldn't seem to get his head around was the fact that he was married, whereas my girl was just sharing my flat and my bed. And she definitely knew the score. To my mind there's a big difference there.
Several years went by, during which Chia had the two girls. Actually I think it was whilst Chia was pregnant with Claire that, during the course of one of our frequent discussions in a pub. Jerry, after he had drunk one or two pints more than he could handle - he had always had a low tolerance to alcohol - started to give me the old sob story.
Apparently he had not been very truthful with us over the years. He had always led us to believe that he and Chia had been enjoying a full sex life all the time they had been together courting. That night he revealed that he had married a virgin, who he now claimed was very repressed in bed. Well, she was to his mind, that is. I've always found that opinions on sex are very subjective, aren't they?
Jerry claimed that he was running around on Chia because she was rationing the amount of sex that she would let him have. I found that somewhat hard to believe because Chia had by that time had one child and was carrying her second. But from the way he told it, Chia was frigid in bed. This really was more information than I really needed to know; I never was one to play the Agony Aunt if I could help it. Luckily once Jerry was sober he never mentioned the subject again.
Maybe six months after that Jerry was arrested. Apparently he'd got some other girl pregnant and her father had gone after him. Jerry had somehow got the upper hand, but overdone things a bit and finished up being charged with GBH or something. I'm not sure as I kept my head down around that time. I really didn't want to get involved.
Well, that spelt the end of his marriage to Chia. Catholic or not, there was no way she was going to stand for that kind of crap and I don't think anyone could blame her.
Jerry got himself out of the can with the courts by marrying the silly little tart that he had got pregnant. I think her father must have dropped the charges in return for him marrying her, as I can't remember hearing anymore about it.
I saw Jerry a few times after that, but not much, if I could help it. I don't know; I suppose it must be the dual standards thing. I never thought anything about seducing a married woman. But Jerry doing the dirty on Chia, that, for some reason, I found unacceptable.
The girl that Jerry had put in the club had only been sixteen years old at the time. Cradle snatching, was looked down on by myself, and most of our peers. Any stupid Pratt could get a youngster drunk and shag her. No man would need to stoop so low.
So that was it really. Now nearly twenty years later I'd run into Luchia again and I'd been invited to Amy's engagement party. I had no illusions that I was being invited in any other capacity than that of an old friend.
++++++++++++++++
I arrived at seven on the dot, a couple of six-packs under my arm and half a bottle of rum in my inside pocket. I like rum, but very few folks keep it in the house.
Amy and her soon-to-be husband Mike greeted me at the door. He seemed to be a nice lad and I warmed to him straight away. Amy dragged me off to one side and gave me a similar lecture to the one Claire had given me earlier, only a little bit more forcefully. I got the feeling they had questioned their mother about me and Chia had - as she always did - told them the truth about me.
Chia appeared and welcomed me with a kiss on the cheek. That wasn't what I was expecting! Then, she took me round and introduced me to her friends and relatives.
An interesting experience that, as it appeared some of her relatives remembered me from her wedding to Jerry. I got some very funny looks, I can tell you.
They had the party split over two downstairs rooms and the back garden. The front room was like a reception area where all the old fuddy duddies were holding court. The back room had been stripped of almost everything except the stereo and was where all the dancing was going on. Out in the rear garden there was the Bar-B-Q and a bar.
I circulated for a little while; then settled myself in a garden seat not far from the bar. Chia came to sit with me for a while and we talked about old times, but then she had to go a circulate herself. Both her daughters came and chatted for a while. I think their worst fears had been allayed when I told them I'd advise both their mother and father against marrying.
Chia came back about nine thirty and asked me to dance with her. We hadn't been on the cramped dance floor for more then a couple of minutes when raised voices drew our attention to a disturbance in the front room. Chia, of course, had to go to investigate the cause of the disturbance and I, out of curiosity, followed.
As Chia entered the front room I heard someone start to throw obscenities at her. I didn't recognise the voice, but I knew it had to be Jerry and he was obviously worse for the drink. He was shouting that his daughter was getting engaged and he hadn't been invited to the party.
Chia told him that Amy had not wanted him there, as I was getting into a position where I could see what was going on. I heard Amy's voice saying that Jerry hadn't wanted to know her all the years she'd been growing up, so she didn't want to know him now.
I'm not too sure what happened then. I think it could have been that Jerry went to backhand Amy. I know I heard him say something about her being a cheeky little bitch and he'd teach her some manners. But Mike was not about to let that happen.
Unfortunately for Mike, Jerry - like myself - had in his younger days always been a bit of a roughhouse. We'd been in more street fights than I'd care to remember and learnt the hard way how to handle ourselves. Although Mike was the much younger man, he didn't really stand a chance against a street fighter like Jerry.
Jerry laid him out with the first blow. Okay, my cue, muggings to the rescue. I stepped forward and Jerry saw me.
"Fuck me if it isn't super stud! What the hell are you doing here, Georgie boy, fucking my ex-wife, are we?"
"No, I'm not, Jerry. I'm here as an old friend, which apparently is more than you are. Now I suggest it would be a good idea if you were to leave now, whilst you still can."
"Ooh! Threatening words, Georgie boy. Now, you don't look like you're in too good a shape to me, Georgie boy. I think you've gone soft in your old age."
Oh, the Georgie boy bit? That was Jerry trying to wind me up. He knew I objected to being called Georgie boy and he hoped I would lose my cool over it. You know, lose your temper and lose the fight.
"On your bike, Jerry, whilst you can still walk. You really don't want to find out how fit I am."
For a moment Jerry thought. I think he was undecided whether he could take me or not. Mind you, I wasn't too sure that I could take him either. I hadn't resorted to fisticuffs for nigh on twenty years. Maybe if he hadn't been drinking for most of the afternoon things might have turned out differently. But in the end he squared up and took a swing at me. Christ, he advertised it with neon signs and it missed me completely as I side stepped it.
I didn't even punch him, I caught him with the back of my forearm on the side of his neck as he swung around and he joined the now recovering Mike on the floor. I was on Jerry in an instant. I pulled his right arm behind him and twisted it up behind his back, holding it there with my left hand. I placed my other arm around his throat and dragged him back up onto his feet. Before he had time to realise what was happening, I was marching him out of the front door that someone had opened for me.



"Jerry, me old mate, I think you can gather that you're not welcome here. Now I'm going to release you, and if you know what's good for you, I would suggest you'll keep on walking down the road and do not look back. I always was better that you when it came to a punch-up and I keep myself in shape no matter what it looks like."
Bullshit, of course. I have never been near a gym in my life, but Jerry wasn't to know that. Jerry did just that; he walked or rather staggered down the street without looking back, although he was muttering something. I decided to ignore it, as I was really getting a bit old for all this scrapping lark.
I was just about to re-enter the house when a police car arrived. I assume someone must have called them. I informed the officers that I had been forced to eject Jerry from the house and pointed him out to them. The officers said they would make sure he left the area.
When I got back inside, I was met by Chia at the door. She went to say something, but I put my finger to her lips to silence her and then led her back to the dance floor. Some folks wanted to make a big thing out of me throwing Jerry out, but I quickly made it clear to that the incident was over.
The rest of the evening went off very well. I think Mike was a little embarrassed about Jerry taking him out so quickly. But I told him that in the old days Jerry and I were in a lot of street fights. A more experienced man outclassed Mike. But if it had been down to stamina, Mike would have beat Jerry hands down.
Around one A.M. we were down to the clearing up. When most of that was done, I announced I was calling a taxi to take me home. Chia asked me if I would mind staying the night, as she claimed she was frightened that Jerry would return. I doubted he would, but I agreed to make myself comfy on a sofa.
++++++++++++++++
In the morning I awoke to the sounds and smells of bacon and eggs frying. In the kitchen I found Chia slaving over a hot stove.
"Good morning, Chia. How's your head? You were putting it away quite well last night."
"It's fine, George, I never get hangovers. How did you sleep?
"Out like a light, girl. I can sleep anywhere."
Chia looked over my shoulder as if to check if anybody else was around.
"I thought you might have sleep-walked a little during the night, George."
Taken by surprise, I didn't at first get what she was talking about.
"Sorry, where did you get that idea? I've never sleep-walked in my life."
"That's a pity. I was hoping you would come and find me."
"Luchia, are you saying what I think you're saying?"
"Yes, I am. You were always supposed to be the bogeyman. I thought you might have come looking for a shag."
"For crying out loud, Chia!" I said, as this time I checked to see that no one else was within earshot. But I think they were all still asleep up stairs.
"Come on, George, you been into more women's nickers than they've got in Dorothy Perkin's. I remember what they used to say about you when we were young. If it wears a skirt, George will shag it. Aren't I good enough for you to shag."
"Well, of course you are, but hold on a minute, girl. I don't know where you got that idea, but it isn't exactly true, you know. I've never shagged a woman in my life. I make love with a woman and I'm bloody good at it. Even if I do say so myself."
"There's a difference?"
"Yes, there bloody well is. I've never been into having a quick bang against a wall in a dark alley or the back seat of a car. Making love is something that has to be worked at. The act of making love between a man and a woman is a work of art that has to be carefully choreographed."
"Oh, I see, that explains it."
"Explains what?"
"Why all those girls used to swoon all over you. Why they put up with you having two or three girlfriends at the same time. And why Jerry has always felt inferior to you."
"You're losing me, girl."
"Look, you two-timed every girl you ever went out with, right?"
"Wow, hold on there. I never made a commitment to any of them."
"I know that, silly, but they knew you were two-timing them and they put up with it. None of the other guys ever got away with it like you did. All of the girls called you "The Stud," did you know that? They would drop any guy they were going out with, to go out with you."
"I never noticed."
"No, you wouldn't, you had your head so far up your own arse back then, you couldn't see what was going on around you. You were one arrogant bugger; I never could make out what the girls saw in you."
"Hold on. You were just saying that you wanted me to join you in your bed last night."
"Yeah, I've always wanted to know what the attraction was. But you never did make a play for me. I think you've just told me what the attraction was."
"Ah, I've slipped up, have I? But to be honest with you, the reason I never made a play for you was because you were Jerry's girl. It's not done, you know, to chase after a mate's girl."
"Do I take it that, if I hadn't been 'Jerry's girl', you would have asked me out and tried to get me into bed?"
"Now that's a silly question. Of course I would have."
"Bugger, I should have dropped Jerry when Marion told me he was being a bastard and running around with other girls behind my back. But I thought that was you just trying to break us up, so that you could get into my pants."
"You knew that I asked Marion to tell you?"
"Well, I suspected you put her up to it at the time. But I'm sorry to say that I completely misinterpreted your intentions. I thought you were after getting into my knickers. It was only later, after the divorce when I ran into Marion again one day that I was sure you put her up to it. Then I realised that for all your randy reputation, you were trying to warn me. You really are a gentleman at heart."
"I think there's a few folks out there who won't agree with you on that one. You know I've been named in more than one divorce, don't you?"
"I'm sure that all those marriages were really already over before you became involved in them. Remember it takes two to tango, I'm sure you were just a handy excuse."
"I suppose you could be right. I can't say I've ever had any angry husbands actually come after me. But it has cost me a few good jobs over the years."
"Anyway, I'm figuring I'll come over to your place tonight and make you a nice home cooked meal. Then you can show me what all the fuss was about."
"Luchia, you are propositioning me again."
"Yes, well, you never came after me last night. Now we'll have to use your house as the girls will be here tonight"
"But they were here last night."
"They were pretty drunk and they had their fiancées with them last night. I could have screamed the place down and they would've been too busy to notice."
"Luchia! Are you telling me that you let your daughters sleep with their boyfriends?"
"Oh, for Christ sake, George, come off it, and you always called me a bloody prude. You were sharing a bed with your girlfriends when you were much younger than my girls are! Talk about double standards, this is 2005 you know the goalposts have moved a lot over the years."
"I suppose you're right. I must be getting old."
"Not too old I hope, you're going to show me how it's done tonight. Now eat this and then get the hell out of here. I've got a lot to do today. I'll be over at your place about five."
++++++++++++++++
I spent most of the day trying to turn my flat back into some semblance of a home. I'd been without a housemate for a year or so by then and I'm afraid I'd let things slide a little. Well, quite a lot really; it had become a typical bachelor pad.
Just before five Chia arrived with Amy in tow, carrying what I took to be the makings of our evening meal. Whilst Chia busied herself in the kitchen, Amy sorted the dinning room out. You know the kind of thing; she laid the table and placed a couple of candlesticks on it. Then she set up more candles around the room. Apparently happy with the results of her work, which I had not (officially) been allowed to see, Amy joined me in the lounge.
"Right, George, I'm going to stay and serve the meal mother's cooking but I'll be leaving before you finish. I hope I don't have to come back and pick mother up later. You might not realise it but she's always had a crush on you.
"But I'll add, that Claire and I do not want to see our mother hurt. She's had too much heartbreak in her life. If you have any doubts about your feelings for her, please don't lead her on. I know what she would like to happen this evening, but I'll ask you to think carefully about it. Call me if you like and Mike and I will come to pick her up if needs be.
"Amy, I would never do anything to hurt your mother."
"I believe I know that, from the way you behaved last night at the party. And mother has told me today about what you and Marion tried to do all those years ago. I think you are a nice man who likes to play at being Don Juan. Mother calls you a gentleman and I think she could be right. Otherwise I wouldn't be here this evening."
Luchia and I sat down to a romantic meal with Amy playing waitress. After she served our sweet she took her leave. Having finished a better meal than I'd had in years, Luchia and I retired to my lounge.
Oh, I did notice the little looks and comments that told me that Chia was not impressed with my housekeeping abilities. Hey, I didn't mind. I don't know; there was something about the way Luchia made her little sarky comments that took the edge off them.
We were sitting on the sofa together. I had my arm around her and she was leaning into me. Our conversation was about old times when we were young; you know what happened to this and that old friend. Who married who and how long did it last.
Did we kiss? Well, now for a long time we didn't. We were old friends talking and, when we did get around to kissing, I suddenly found I was frightened stiff. I didn't want to do anything that could damage our new-found friendship.
"Is something wrong, George?" Luchia asked when we broke our first proper kiss.
"Um, yes, I think there is, Luchia. I'm not sure what's wrong but I've never felt like this before. I seem to be frightened I'll scare you away."
"Oh, that's a new line. I don't think I can remember hearing that one before."
"No, it's true, Luchia. I can't remember feeling like this before."
Luchia sat up and turned so she could look at me face.
"Oh, you are serious, aren't you? Look, I'm a big girl, George. I doubt you could do much that would scare me. Come on, let's move this into your bedroom. You should be at home there."
She dragged me up and towed me into the bedroom. Damn it, I stood there like a bloody virgin kid and stared at her as she melted her way out of her clothes. Damn, she looked bloody good enough to eat.
"Well, George, are you going to stand there staring at me all night, or are you going to show me what I've been missing all these years?"
"Damn it, come on, snap out of it, George, or I'll be thinking you don't want me after all."
I think I came to my senses then, and realised what was wrong. I was really falling in love with this woman and that was a frightening thing to have happen to me. You see, it had never happened to me before. Yeah, I'd been attracted to many a woman over the years, but I had never felt like this about any of them.
I didn't remove my clothes I just took her in my arms and kissed her. And I mean I kissed her; our tongues played patter-cake with each other and I felt her take a massive intake of breath.
"Oh, my!" Luchia said as we broke the kiss. "That was different; I don't think I've been kissed like that ever. God, it was like they say in the old films, I'll swear I heard music."
"So did I, Luchia. Look, this is all a bit scary. I don't remember feeling like this about a girl before."
"Come on, let's try again." She plastered her mouth back on mine and the pair of us fell onto the bed together.
'Come on, George,' I suddenly thought, 'You want this woman. Not just for tonight but every night. This is the one you've been looking for all these years.'
I broke the kiss and taking her head in my hands moved up to kiss her eyelids. Then I kissed all over her face making my way to her ears and her neck. It called for a bit of contortionism getting to the back of her neck. But I intended not to miss any one of those magic places.
Luchia was moaning well before I'd gotten to half the places that I intended going with my lips. I locked onto her breast and tried to remove my own clothes at the same time. Now I was an old hand at this but that night I was having trouble.
Luchia pushed me away from herself and, between us; we had my clothes off in moments. After another couple of minutes' tongue fighting, I was on my travels again. But this time I used my hands as well. As my finger found Chia's clit, she nearly jumped off the bed.
"Oh, my god, now I understand what the girls were talking about."
"We haven't started yet, Luchia."
"Oh, god, am I going to be alive in the morning?"
"I bloody-well hope so. I'm hoping this is going to be a regular thing from now on. Now let's get to the serious stuff." With that I slid down and buried my head between her legs.
"George, what are you doing...? -- Oh, my god, no one's ever done that to me before. Oh, god, don't stop now!"
I had intended to ask her if Jerry had not done the same thing but I gathered he hadn't. No wonder the guy said Luchia was frigid; the bugger probably had no idea how to turn a woman on.
"Oh, god, you'd better stop. I'm.... Oh, bugger...." The rest of what Luchia said then was unintelligible, but I gathered she had one hell of an orgasm from the way she bucked around.
"Shit, you had better cut that out and fuck me now before I have a bloody heart attack."
So I climbed up and she guided me inside. Now it had been some time since I'd had intercourse with anyone and as I don't often resort to masturbation, it's a macho pride thing to never do for yourself what you can get a good woman to do for you.
Anyway the net result was that was one of the longest shags I'd had in years. Luchia came at least three times before I found that my stamina was beginning to fail. Missionary I've always found to be the most tiring of the more common positions. Chia pushed me over onto my back whilst I was still buried in her and started to grind herself into me.
"Oh, my god, I think I've died and gone to heaven," she muttered.
Suddenly it hit me and I began to push myself up into her taking her rhythm as my cue. I reached my orgasm just as Luchia did again, and then she collapsed forward onto me. Our lips locked together again for a few moments and then I think we both fell asleep for a little while. For all I know we could have passed out; that was one hell of a high we both reached.
Suddenly I was aware of her lying beside me staring into my eyes with a strange questioning look on her face.
"What?" I asked.
"That's what I was going to ask you. What the hell happened?"
"I'm not with you."
"Look, I've had sex plenty of times but I never remember anything like that happening. I had at least four or five orgasms; in the past, I have been lucky if I had one. And then I think I fainted."
"I think we both did. But that was because you were turned on properly. That's the most important art about it; you've got to work at it for it really to work right. That was one hell of a session."
"Is that it?"
"What?"
"Is that the end of it for tonight?"
I looked down at my now flaccid cock. "Well, he'll probably be back on duty in a little while. He's usually ready again quite quickly."
"Luchia lifted herself up on one elbow and looked from my face to my cock and back again."
"Do you want me to...? I've never done it before. I don't know how."
I must have had a quizzical look on my face again, as I wasn't sure what Luchia was asking me.
"Damn it, it can't be that difficult? You'll have to tell me if I'm doing it right or not."
She swung herself around on the bed and taking my now quite flaccid cock in her hand gave it a tentative lick. She looked back up the bed at me, then she kissed it and smiled at me again and then without any ceremony my whole flaccid cock disappeared into her mouth. It didn't stay flaccid for long!
Now I could go on and explain the rest of the night in detail but there isn't much point. I'll just say that we spent a very energetic night, where Luchia not only learnt how to give first class head but apparently several new positions for having intercourse. From the comments she made I gathered she only had sex with Jerry in the missionary position.
It turned out it was Jerry who had been the more conservative one. Luchia liked being on top apparently in all its variations. She was by then aware of some more of those. Anyway she told me Jerry didn't like to have sex in any position where he wasn't in complete control. Arsehole!
Whilst we were eating our breakfast in the morning - Luchia must have brought the eggs and bacon with her the night before - she told me she liked the doggy position best.
"There are plenty of other variations you can try," I said to her as I pulled my old and battered copy of the KS out of a draw and passed it to her.
"What's this?" she asked as she opened it. "Oh, bugger...." There was silence for a while as Luchia stared at photographs on the pages.
Hey, my KS isn't one of your cheap versions. It's all genuine photographs printed in glorious full colour. Chia turned the book this way and that as she studied the different positions depicted.
"Oh, my god. Where did you get this? I've never seen anything like it."
"To be honest, I stole it. Well, not exactly stole. I kind-a borrowed it off of a guy years ago and, well, I sort of forgot to return it."
"Have you tried all these positions?"
"Um, I doubt it. But I've tried most of them at one time or another. I think!"
"Oh, you would!"
"Luchia, you know me."
"Too right, I do. Oh, my god, look at the time. I'd better get home or the girls will think you've kidnapped me."
"Come on, I'll drive you."
"What about the washing up? There's all this from last night as well."
"Leave it, I'll do it later. I've nothing else to do."
So I drove Luchia home. When we got to her house, I couldn't think of anything to say to her and don't think she could either. We sat there for a couple of minutes, then she just lent over and kissed me.
"Thanks, George, now I know why all the girls were after you. I had a lovely night."
Luchia got out the car and walked to her front door. It opened as she approached and both her daughters met her. They waved and Luchia turned and waved to me as well. I took that as my cue and drove away.
At home again, I did the pile of washing up, then after sitting in my lounge and feeling sorry for myself for a little while, I made my way down to the local pub.
You know, I had that feeling in my chest. I'd had it a couple of times in the past when one of my longer lasting relationships ended. But I could never remember having it after a one-night stand before. That's all it was, wasn't it? Just a one-night stand!
Luchia wanted to know what the girls were talking about all those years ago and I'd shown her. Now she'd go on with her life just like she had been doing ever since Jerry left. She didn't need the complication of a guy around.
I'm afraid I hung one on a bit that Sunday afternoon and evening. I have no idea how or what time I got home. Monday morning the alarm went off and I somehow managed to force myself to crawl out of bed. I had a shower but that didn't really put much life into me. It was whilst I was in the kitchen, brewing some coffee that I hoped would wake me up enough to get a reasonable day's work done, that I realised something wasn't right.



You know that feeling. But I had the damnedest time working out what it was. It was the flat, something about it wasn't right. Then I struck me - it was clean. No, I mean really clean, like - oh, I don't know. You know, woman clean, not the 'that will do' bachelor type clean, like it is when I try to do my cleaning thing.
Shit, there were even some flowers in a vase. What the hell was going on here?
Time was going on and I had to get to work so with a quick look around I left for my office. All day I mulled it over. For someone to have cleaned my flat they had to be able to get in and that meant they had to have a key. The only person who I could think of that could possibly still have a key to the flat was my last flatmate Ann.
No, that didn't make sense. Ann had left me to get married. Surely she hadn't broken up with Karl already. Karl was a nice bloke and Ann was crazy about him. Mind you, she had shared my bed right up until the night before her wedding. Perhaps Karl had realised that after he left in the evenings she got out of her own bed and joined me in mine.
My mind wasn't on work all that Monday and my secretary noticed. Just after lunch she suggested that I call it a day and told me she'd probably be able to handle anything that came up better than I would.
That evening when I got home I looked the place over very carefully, half expecting to find Ann's suitcase in her old room. But there was nothing there. I stood staring at Ann's old bed but nothing popped into my mind. It was a different matter when I got to my own room though. I only had to close my eyes for a moment and I could picture Luchia lying there on the bed.
Bugger, I got that damned feeling in my chest again. 'I know,' I thought to myself, 'I'll take a cold shower. That might get me thinking straight.' I'd just finished getting undressed, when I heard the front door open.
"Thanks, Mrs Harris," a voice said, "I'll have to get George to get a key cut for me."
I grabbed a towel to wrap around myself and stuck my head around the bedroom door; I saw Luchia enter the flat carrying a shopping bag.
"Luchia, what are you doing here?" I asked.
"Oh, George, you're home. I wasn't expecting you for another hour or so yet. The girls and I found some sewing that needed doing yesterday and I had planned to have a meal ready for you when you got home."
"How did you get in, Chia?" Such a dumb question to ask - I'd heard her thank my neighbour, Mrs Harris, for letting her in; it was more that I wanted to know how she knew that Mrs Harris had a spare key to my flat.
"Oh, I saw that key to Mrs Harris's flat, hanging in the kitchen on Saturday. I figured if you held an emergency key for her, then she would most likely be holding one for you. The girls and I did a little spring cleaning for you yesterday, I hope you don't mind."
"Of course I don't mind, but I'm a little annoyed you didn't tell me you were coming. I'd have been here and helped."
"Where were you yesterday anyway?"
"Down at the pub. I'm afraid the flat felt a little empty after you had left. I tied one on, a bit."
"That was silly, you knew that I was coming back, didn't you?"
"Well, no, I didn't. You said you wanted to know what the girls used to talk about and you found that out on Saturday night."
"You've got to be kidding? We've got the rest of that book of yours to work through yet. Oh, and look, I've got a little present for you here."
Luchia slowly lifted the edge of her skirt until she was displaying her tiny thong that was making a futile attempt at covering her newly shaved or waxed pubic area.
"Do you like it? I saw you take some hair from your mouth the other night. I didn't want anything to put you off the next time."
All the time we had been talking Luchia had been closing the gap between us. Standing no more than a couple of inches from me in the end, she reached up and put her arms around my neck and pulled my mouth to hers. As we kissed, I suddenly felt a tug at my towel and it was gone.
"Oh, my, I think this little guy needs some attention," she said, breaking the spell, as her hand found my earnest friend.
"No, not yet. Let's shower first and then you can pick which pages you want to try."
Well, Luchia didn't cook our dinner that night. Instead we spent the night in one of the longest sessions of gymnastic sex that I had ever had. It was three o'clock in the morning - I know because I'd just woken up and checked the clock. The movement of my doing so must have told Luchia that I was awake.
"George!" she said in a hushed but very serious tone."
"Yes, Chia."
"I think I've fallen in love with you. Do you mind?"
"Luchia, I know I've fallen in love with you."
"Oh, I'll bet you say that to all your conquests."
I sat up and putting the bedroom light on. I turned and looked at her.
"I know you'll have trouble believing this, but I don't actually."
Then getting off the bed and walking over to my dresser, I said, "And I've never done this before either."
From the top drawer I took a little brown box.
"This is my mother's engagement ring. Luchia, will you marry me?"
"Oh, my, I never dreamed you would actually ask me. Are you sure about this?"
"As sure as I can be."
++++++++++++++++
Three weeks later we were married in the local registry office. Six months after that, I gave Amy away to Mike in the local Catholic Church. They've moved into my flat for the time being, whilst Luchia and I live in her house. The plan is that once Claire gets married and Amy decides it's time to have children, we will switch houses. Claire's fiancé works some way away and when they get married, they will buy a house near there.
The girls were calling me dad even before Luchia and I tied the knot. Oh and we've never seen or heard of Jerry since the night of Amy's party.
It looks very much like Luchia and I will grow old together; I certainly hope we will. I don't think Luchia is planning anymore children, but I'll let her make that decision. I'm wondering whether my wandering ways with women were caused by my not being able to find the right one.
And I have to ask myself. If I hadn't been so pedantic about not going after my friend's girls, would I have found out that Luchia was "the one" many years ago? Would Amy and Claire have been my real children? And would both Luchia and I have had a happier life?
Life goes on.
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"Are you ready, babe?" Sheila asked as she, without waiting for me to reply, carefully lowered herself on my erect phallus. At first she moved herself up and down slowly. "God, I've missed this," she smiled down at me. But then just as she began to pick the pace up a little, in the back of my mind somewhere, I could hear a strange banging noise. Sheila's smile turned into a mocking laugh as the vision of her began to fade from my mind.
I was almost fully awake now; the dream or nightmare as it always turned into was gone. I realised the noise was someone banging on my front door. Struggling out of bed I grabbed my robe and made my way towards the door of my flat.
"Mr Sleeman, open up! It's the police!" I heard a voice demanding as I got closer to the door.
On opening the door I was confronted by four men, one of whom I recognised and two in police uniforms.
"Martin Sleeman, I'm Detective Sergeant Moon," The one in plain clothes that I didn't recognise said as he flashed his warrant card at me, "Can we come in? I'd like a word with you if I may."
I'd seen enough warrant cards in my life to know it was genuine at first glance, But having grown up on what some folks would consider the wrong side of town, I asked for a better look at his card just to piss him off a little. Look, I didn't know what the wankers wanted but I hadn't done anything that I needed to worry about.
"Okay, what is this all about?" I asked as I switched the kettle on after I had led them into the kitchen.
"If' you don't mind, I'll ask the questions," DS Moon replied.
"In that case, I won't answer any questions until my solicitor is present."
"Have you got something to hide, Mr Sleeman?" he demanded.
Alarm bells started really going off in my head. To be honest I'd known DC Douglas Collins, the other arsehole, for years; he knew my name was Marty to everyone. The Mr Sleeman bit spelt trouble, big time.
"No, but I feel slightly out-numbered here. If you want to ask me questions, I want to know in what context you're asking them. It's not often that I get woken up at..." I looked at the clock. "Shit, it's five o'clock. What the hell's so fucking important that you've got to wake me at this time of the bloody morning?"
"I'm making enquiries concerning your wife's accident."
"What fucking accident?"
"Your wife was involved in an accident last night and I would like to know where you were around eleven PM."
"I was here alone, as I am most evenings nowadays. Is my ex-wife badly hurt?"
"She's in intensive care, but the doctors tell me that the prognosis is reasonable. Now would you be so kind as to tell me where we can find your Range Rover."
"Do you suspect I had something to do with my ex-wife's accident?"
"Mrs Sleeman and a Mr Anthony Pride where walking down the Finchley road at approximately eleven o'clock last evening. A Range Rover travelling quite fast mounted the pavement and drove straight at them. The car hit your ex-wife but missed Mr Pride. He claims that it was a deliberate attempt to kill both of them. The Range Rover drove off without stopping. Now I would like to take a close look at your Range Rover please."
"You'll have to wait a couple of hours yet. Bessy's in Rowland's garage having the gearbox replaced, again. She's been in there all bloody week!"
DS Moon looked at the two uniformed officers and they left, I assume to go and visit Rowland.
"Is there anyway you can prove that you were here last night, Mr Sleeman?"
"That's a good one. How the hell am I expected to prove that I was alone in my flat? The definition of being alone means that I had no one here to vouch for me, doesn't it?"
"Well, in that case I'm going to ask you to come down to the station and help me with my enquiries."
"Sure, but you won't mind if I call my brief first and then get dressed will you?"
I called my solicitor, who wasn't best pleased to be called at that time in the morning and then I got dressed. As we left the flat, I just happened to notice Mrs Cummings, our local Nosy Parker, watching as we passed her kitchen window. Since her husband passed away some years ago, Mrs Cummings had little else to do but watch the comings (pun intended) and goings of her neighbours.
I turned to Doug Collins. "If you have a word with the old witch in there, she will probably give you a detailed list of my movements all week. Nothing gets past her no matter what time of night."
DC Collins and DS Moon exchanged glances. Then Collins walked back and knocked on the old girl's door. DS Moon and I continued down to their car. After sitting there for some time, DC Collins appeared out of the block of flats and Moony went over to meet him. They had an animated conversation for a few moments then DC Collins came over to me.
To be fair Doug Collins wasn't really a bad bloke; at school we'd got on quite well together. But I'm afraid we'd had a couple of run-ins with each other since he'd taken up his chosen profession.
"The old girl says there is no way you left your flat between eight o'clock when you got home and two in the morning when she went to bed. Does the old girl stay up until all the neighbours are in bed?"
"Fucked if I know, but she likes her bit of gossip. I suppose you got the story of her in number 22. The old witch reckons she's on the game whilst her old man is at sea."
"Yeah, I got chapter and verse on that one. Anyway the Sarge reckons that what the old girl says puts you right out of the frame. Mind he's still going to take a bloody good look at your car."
"That's his prerogative but he'll find fuck all. Anyway what hospital is Sheila in? I'd like to check up on her."
"The Royal; I'm afraid she's in a bad way, Marty. She's in the ICU. They are not sure if she will pull through or not. You realise we have to treat it as murder until we know for sure which way the cookie crumbles, and what with that last little debacle between you and Sheila, we had little option but to investigate your whereabouts."
"Don't worry; I understand you've got a job to do. Right now I'm going back up to have a shave then I'm going down there."
"Marty, you're still hung up on that woman, aren't you?"
"What do you think, Doug? You've known us long enough."
"But she dumped you for that slimy prick Tony Pride, didn't she?"
"To be honest with you, Doug, I'm not sure what happened to start with. But you know me; once I got out of my pram, I wouldn't listen to any explanations and blew my top.
"I thought she divorced you."
"She did but she never had much choice, I was climbing the wall and threatening to kill her and Pridey. I suppose that's what sent your DS chasing around here so quickly."
"Not really. It was Pridey who pointed the finger at you. Look, I think we need to have a word off the books about all this later on, if you don't mind."
"I'll be in the Plough about six-ish, I tend to eat there as soon as the kitchen opens."
"I'll try and make it there tonight. I'd better go now. The Sarge is getting impatient. He hasn't had his breakfast yet."
"Oh, what was his plan? Let me sweat it out in a cell while he had his breakfast?"
"Not far off, but as you hadn't been charged he'd probably left you waiting in an interview room for an hour or so."
I watched the officers drive away and then went back up to my flat to call my brief and let him know he wouldn't be required at the nick and then prepare myself for my visit to the hospital.
++++++++++++++++++
Sheila and I had met in a bar about twelve years ago. The guy she'd been with was apparently one of those guys who, when they get a few pints down them, thought he was the king of the world and looked for a scrap. But he picked a fight with the wrong guy, someone quite small who, I suppose he thought, he could handle easily. He might have been half cut, but he wasn't that stupid. His trouble was, he picked on a guy whose brothers were in the other bar. It might have been very messy if the governor hadn't been quick off the mark in getting the police to turn up.
Anyway, after her date was hauled off to the nick by the local constabulary, I, being the gentleman that I am, and with an eye for the off chance, offered Sheila the benefit of my protection and a lift home. Well, we never actually went straight home. We stopped in another pub for a quiet drink, to calm Sheila's nerves down a bit. From there we dated steadily for several months until she went off to University.
It was four years later, and I was playing best man at a friend's wedding. Who should turn up as a bridesmaid but Sheila? Now everyone knows that the best man is supposed to look after the bridesmaid. So, the next thing you know Sheila and I wake up in the morning in the same bed. Damn that, I had been too pissed to remember our first night together.
Although I do remember rogering one of the other bridesmaids earlier in the evening, Sheila must have played hard to get to start with. I think she had expected me to wait for her whilst she had been in UNI. But as I'd heard she was playing the field up there, I had no intention of being played for a fool.
Anyway let's cut to the chase, Sheila and I were married six months later when she was four months pregnant. I think we were very happy together. I'll say "I" because you can never really tell what other folks are thinking, can you? All you can ever be certain of are the feelings in your own heart.
Unfortunately we lost our little Kathy at three months. Cot death syndrome they said. That's just a way of them saying we don't know why your baby died. The trouble with that one is, there are always folks who will make their own mind up about what happened and gossip behind your back.
Sheila's cycle went to pot after little Kathy went. We tried really hard for the next few years, but Sheila just didn't fall pregnant again. The doctor put her on the pill to regulate her cycle but that of course didn't do much for the baby making plans. She could however hold down a job after she was on the pill, something she'd had a lot of trouble with over the years. PMT is only supposed to last for a couple of days; when Sheila's cycle was up the creek, hers could last for a couple of weeks at a time.
Things were happier at home as well; with her cycle going haywire home life hadn't been too pleasant on occasions.
Well things settled down for about three years. Then the subject of children came up again. We figured that the pill could have sorted out Sheila's cycle problem and if she came off them, with luck things should return to what they should be.
Best plans of mice and men. Yeah, Sheila's periods now came at regular intervals. But we still didn't get lucky in the child stakes. Still these things can take time. Then one afternoon I came home from work and Sheila wasn't home yet. She was always home before me. I started getting dinner ready - well, I tried - but I'm not much cop at the old cooking lark. After wandering around the kitchen like a lost sheep for half an hour or so, I resorted to the old stand by and called the local Chinese to have a take away delivered.
By seven o'clock the Chinese had arrived but there was still no sign of Sheila. I've got to say by now I was getting very worried. After all you read some strange stories in the newspapers nowadays. I called her office but the security guard said they had all left hours ago.
I started calling her friends from work. Luckily we had one of those personal phone books by the phone and Sheila had written everybody's number in it. I couldn't get an answer from any of her work mates. So from that I assumed she must have stopped for a drink with them after work. But by now it was gone nine o'clock.
Well, it was half eleven when the taxi pulled up outside and a very noisy Sheila staggered out shouting good night to her friends. I took up a superior stance sitting in the kitchen awaiting her arrival.
I think I should point out here that we tended to use the kitchen door as the main entrance. It's just the way that house was laid out when they converted it from a barn. That is nearest door to the road.
Maybe I overdid the look of disdain I had on my face, I'm not sure. But when Sheila walked in the door she took one look at me and then before I could really get into playing the annoyed husband bit, she just said "Fuck you, I've got a right to go out for a drink with my friends now and again!"
And then she turned, I assume with the intention of going through the door that led to the hall and the stairs to the bedroom. Unfortunately Sheila opened the door to the basement instead and then promptly went arse over tip down the stairs. As quick as I tried to be, I wasn't able to get there in time when I saw Sheila turning the wrong way. Did I shout a warning to her? I really couldn't remember; I just saw her disappearing through the cellar door.
The ambulance arrived surprisingly quickly and Sheila was hauled off to casualty. Luckily Sheila hadn't broken any bones; the Docs said that was most likely because she was drunk. Something to do with the body being relaxed. But she had taken a nasty bump on the head and she was suffering from concussion, so they kept her in for observation.
What I couldn't understand was her attitude to me that night. But then I didn't like what one of the Docs said to me. He asked if Sheila and I were in the habit of taking recreational drugs. I told that there was no way either of us took any drugs. He just raised his eyebrows and went to turn away. Look, I've never been to hold my tongue, I asked him to elaborate on why he'd asked the question, but he wouldn't.
The following day when I went to visit Sheila in the hospital quite late as I had been up most of the night, Detective Constable Douglas Collins was coming out of her room as I arrived. He just said hi to me and kept on walking passed.
When I asked Sheila what he was doing there she said he was investigating her accident. But Sheila apparently had no recollection of the previous day at all.
That evening after I arrived home DC Collins came to call. I had to give him chapter and verse of the previous day's events. He took a good look around the kitchen and at the basement stairs; I had to show him where I had been sitting. I pointed out the security monitor that I had watched Sheila arrive home on. Then I found and played him the part of the video that showed Sheila arriving home so he could see and hear her, getting out of the taxi and staggering towards the house.
Then after that he did what I thought was a strange thing. He asked me to go outside the door and shout. I never could understand the point of that, but it did give him a little time alone in the house. After he asked me to come back inside, he requested that I played the video of Sheila coming home again. Only this time he asked me to let it run on a little longer. I was surprised that you could not only hear me shouting to Sheila that it was the wrong door she was going through, but her scream as she fell as well. He left apparently satisfied that it had been an accident. He steadfastly refused to tell me why he thought it was anything else.
It was the next day, when I visited Sheila in hospital, that I first clapped eyes on Tony Pride. As I walked along the corridor, several of her friends from work were coming away from her room. Later I was to find out that one of them was Tony Pride.
When I entered her room Sheila told me the doctor had told her she could go home, but she was to take things easy for a while. I helped her to dress and then drove her home. Of course I wanted to know why she had not contacted me to let me know she was going out with her friends. But she claimed she Had no recollection of the day of the accident at all, so she couldn't tell me.
The thing I was really upset about had been her attitude when she got home that night. I had never stopped her going out with her friends, the same as she didn't object when I went for a drink with the guys. But we always let each other know what was going on so that we wouldn't worry.
For the next few months, things appeared to go on as normal, but I noticed that there was a greater distance than normal between us. Look, things had never been that normal. Sheila's strange PMT symptoms as I said went on longer than most folks did. Oh yeah and her cycle was slowly getting all screwed up again.
But this time, things where definitely different. Only I couldn't put my finger on what was causing the problem. Yeah, it would have been easy to blame the PMT but I somehow wasn't convinced. Sheila was spending more evenings with her friends and was treating me in a very strange way. Don't ask; I can't explain it really.
But she showed a keen interest in exactly whom I was drinking with when I was out with the boys and where we went. A couple of times she would show up at the pub with one of her mates. With hindsight I should have suspected something but as her friend Amy, whom she normally brought along, was sweet on one of my pals, I took no notice. I just assumed it was the old match maker thing.
Then it must have been eight months after Sheila's accident. I came out of work one evening to be met by DC Collins and a couple of other officers. They asked me to accompany them to the station to help them with their inquiries. They told me that if I refused they would arrest me.
At the nick, a detective inspector who I didn't know, questioned me about Sheila's accident on the basement stairs again. For hours he went over the events that evening again and again. After sixteen hours of questioning they suddenly told me that I could go home.
When I got home I was totally shocked to find that Sheila had moved out of the house. No note of explanation or anything. I tried to call her on her mobile phone. We had joined the yuppie mobile phone set after our last debacle which meant we could get in touch with each other wherever we were. But her phone was switched off.
The following day I was standing up the road from her office when Sheila finished work. She came out with one of her colleagues. I began walking towards her to ask her what the hell was going on. But as I got close Tony Pride appeared and put his arm around her. Now I could see that Pridey had seen me coming, but I'm positive that Sheila and her friend had no idea I was there. Sheila made a move to push his arm away, that I noticed, but it didn't register in my mind at the time; I was angry and not really thinking straight.
"Sheila, I need to talk to you!" I said as I got close enough.
"She has nothing to talk to you about," Pride said, as he stepped between us.
"Get lost, arsehole. I'm talking to my wife."
What happened next was more of a farce than anything else. Pridey took up the classic boxer stance and started skipping about like he was Cassius Clay or something.
"I'm warning you, I'm an amateur boxer!" He announced.
"Fuck me, I'm really scared."
"No, Tony, stay out of this. He'll kill you!" Sheila said, apparently in an attempt to get Pridey to back off.
But Pridey was having none of it and moved in close. I assume he was planning on putting me down. He aimed a left jab at my face, probably planning to follow that with a cross, as I noticed his right arm going back. Unfortunately for him, his left fist found my hand waiting for it. Grabbing his fist I gave it a twist to the left and he was forced to turn with it. We all heard something go as I kicked him in the side of his left leg just bellow the knee and he collapsed in a heap.



"You bastard!" Sheila shouted at me as she knelt down beside the not so proud Pridey who was rolling on the floor in pain.
"Well, he asked for it!"
"And you had to be the big man and break his bloody knee?"
"What the fuck was I supposed to do, let him hit me?"
"You shouldn't be here. I don't want to see you any more and I certainly don't want to be married to a man who tried to kill me."
"What the fuck are you talking about? I've never done anything to harm you."
"Oh, yeah? Well, I've had therapy and it's helped me remember what happened the night you threw me down the stairs."
The conversation stopped at that point as two police officers grabbed hold of me from behind. I hadn't heard them arrive. They handcuffed me and pushed me into the back of a meat wagon.
At the nick, I was charged with assault and battery and then shoved into a cell. You might get the idea now, why policemen aren't my favourite people.
Anyway I called the local criminal solicitor. He'd represented a few acquaintances of mine in the past. It didn't take him long to get me out.
Unfortunately for Pridey, security cameras covered the street outside Sheila's offices. Foolishly I didn't press charges for assault against him; the video, although it had no sound, definitely showed him attacking me.
After that I tried a couple of times to talk some sense into Sheila, but to no avail. Things really came to a head when a few of the boys and myself went to a restaurant for a meal one evening.
We'd been there for sometime when who should I spy walking in but Sheila and her best mate Amy. Followed by Pridey and some other guy. Pridey was still limping a little and he was using a walking stick.
They didn't notice us sitting in our corner, when they sat down for their meal. Pridey sitting opposite Sheila. There was nothing lovey dovey about the way they behaved towards each other, but I was really pissed off at seeing them together.
The boys managed to keep me under control as we finished our meal rather hurriedly. The plan was for us to leave quietly, but Pridey couldn't keep his bloody mouth shut when he saw me. As loud as he could, he said, "Right now, Sheila my love, what would you like for your sweet?"
It was so loud it was obvious that it was meant for my ears. I changed direction so that I would walk past their table. The expression on Pridey's face changed from belligerence to a look of apprehension. When I got to the table I stopped and leaning down so I wouldn't have to speak too loudly myself, I told them, "If either of you try to embarrass me in public again, I'll not be held responsible for my actions. Now, Sheila, if you want to set up home with this arsehole, apply for a divorce like any civilised person and don't try to think up lies to get me put in prison."
"I didn't! Marty, this is not what it looks like. I was just..."
I didn't hear anymore as I had walked out of earshot. As we got into the car outside, one of my friends told me that Sheila's friend Amy had followed us out and was standing on the pavement calling my name. I just told the guy driving to drive on.
A few weeks later my solicitor informed me he had heard from Sheila's legal people. Divorce went through in a few months. Our lovely house was sold and our assets divided equally. As there were no children and apparently Sheila was getting married again, there was no alimony to discuss. Well she didn't ask for any.
So that brings us to where we were just over a year after the divorce, Sheila was in hospital again and the police suspected that I was involved in some way.
++++++++++++++++++
When I got to the hospital, I was surprised to find that Sheila was registered as Sleeman. I had thought she would have married the prick by now. After I had identified myself to a nurse, she showed me into a room and asked me to wait for the doctor.
"Mr Sleeman?" the doctor asked as he entered the room.
"That's me."
"Sorry, I'm confused. There was a man here earlier who said he was Mrs Sleeman's fiancé."
"He could well be. I haven't seen Sheila for over a year now. I'm her ex-husband. But you remember the vows, in sickness and in health, for better for worse and all that crap. Just because we're divorced, it doesn't mean that I'm not concerned about her."
"Um, this is a bit unusual but besides her fiancé there doesn't appear to be anyone else, no other relatives."
"That's correct; as far as I'm aware Sheila has no other relatives. She was orphaned some years ago before I met her."
"I'm not sure how we go on this one but it can't do any harm to tell you. And we'll need someone to help us with the release forms. Her fiancé tells us she's a Jehovah's Witness. But really we need to operate on her, the sooner the better. Her fiancée says she wouldn't agree to invasive surgery but without it she's going to die."
"Jehovah's Witness! What the fuck are you talking about? Sheila isn't religious and she couldn't have changed that much. No, hang on a minute, I know she isn't. I saw a friend of hers the other week and I'm sure she would have told me if Sheila had suddenly got religion. Give me a minute and I'll check with Sheila's best friend Amy. I'm surprised she isn't here anyway."
I got out my mobile phone to call Amy. She would know if this Jehovah's Witness lark were true or not. But the doctor stopped me and told me to turn my phone off and use a landline.
Then I called Sheila's office. Amy was shocked to hear that Sheila had been in an accident. I asked her why Tony Pride hadn't told every one at the office about it and she informed me that Tony didn't work there any more. When I mentioned the Jehovah's Witness lark, Amy was shocked and said there was no way that was true.
I told the doc who was still standing there waiting and he asked me if I could get Amy to the local magistrate's court in a hurry. Then the doctor and I set out for the court ourselves but in a police car. Amy arrived just as we did.
We were ushered into an office where we found Tony Pride and a guy who I took to be a solicitor. They were apparently trying to convince a judge to issue an order that no invasive surgery was to be carried out on Sheila. It was apparent that the judge did not like the idea. Once Amy and I had had our say, he gave the doctor authority to do what he thought was in the patient's best interests until she was able to make those decisions for herself.
The doctor immediately called the hospital and Sheila was in the theatre by the time we arrived back there. Strangely, when we came out of the courthouse, Tony Pride was nowhere to be found.
I was sitting in the waiting room when Doug Collins arrived.
"I see you never made it to the pub. I guessed you'd still be here."
"Christ, what's the bloody time?" I asked."
"Seven-thirty."
"Bugger! Where's the bloody phone?" Amy said as she rushed out of the room, I assume to call someone and put off a date.
"How is she?" Colin asked.
"Still in the theatre, she's been down there for hours."
"Damn, I hope she makes it for your sake."
"Thanks, Doug. Now what did you want to talk about?"
"Well, you know what they say about a copper's nose. It was something that the old girl said to me this morning. I'm pretty sure someone was trying to set you up for a fall last night. That nosy neighbour of yours spotted a Range Rover just like yours come into the car park by your flat a couple of times last night. It was in there twice - once about half ten and then again about half eleven - and the second time it turned up it only had one headlight working.
"I get the feeling whoever was driving it was playing dirty. If it happened to pass any video cameras on route to the accident it would show up at the right time on the right cameras going both ways. I suspect they expected your car to be parked in the car park and they would have most likely smashed your headlight to match the damage on the Range Rover that hit Sheila."
"But why?"
"Hang on, I haven't finished. You remember when Sheila fell down the stairs the other year. I came around and had a word with you. Well, we were acting on an anonymous tip off. I'll give you one guess where that tip off came from."
I must have looked confused.
"The call box in the foyer of Sheila's office building. We know it was a guy because it was recorded. And guess what time it was made? Just after half a dozen of them had returned from visiting Sheila here. I think she told them she couldn't remember what had happened the day before and one of them decided to get up to some mischief.
"Well, since that day I've had a good idea who, but I haven't been able to figure out the why. Of course you knocking him about didn't help any."
"You think Pridey set about driving Sheila and me apart."
"I'm bloody sure he did. What better way to separate a couple than to get her to believe her husband tried to kill her?"
Amy returned at this point.
"Well, I suppose he wanted Sheila divorced and single so he could marry her."
"He might want to marry Sheila. But she doesn't want to marry him," Amy said with an uncharacteristic tone to her voice.
"But they're engaged," I said.
"According to him, but not according to her! She goes out with him socially but that's all. I don't think they have even kissed each other, let alone anything else. He's asked her to marry him on more than one occasion but she's got a problem about accepting. He tells everybody that they are engaged, but sometimes Sheila has had a real go at him over it."
"I don't understand. What's her problem?"
"You! You lug head. She's in love with you."
"Talk sense, Amy. Sheila divorced me remember!"
"Yes, because she likes living. Sheila has been in a real mess for the last year or so, ever since you started playing around with that girl. Sheila knew you wanted to get her out of the way so you could marry the mother of your children."
"What the hell are you talking about now? I haven't been playing around with anybody and I certainly haven't got any little bastards out there."
"Well, that's what Sheila believes, because someone put the idea into her head that you've got a girlfriend somewhere and she's convinced you tried to kill her. I know she's been very confused that you haven't moved in with the girl."
"Amy's right, you know, Marty," Doug added, "And I think it's Tony Pride who's been putting these ideas into Sheila's head. I'm pretty sure it was Tony Pride who accused you of throwing her down those stairs. It was Tony Pride who attacked you outside the office that night and it was Tony Pride who claimed it was you driving that Range Rover last night."
"But what's the guy up to? Assuming that it was him who organised that so-called accident last night, what the hell is his motive for trying to kill her? Surely it couldn't be because she wouldn't marry him."
"I know, it doesn't make any sense. But that's what we've got to find out. Find the motive and you've normally got the crime solved. Whatever, with all that farce about Sheila being a Jehovah's Witness, he certainly showed his hand. It looks to me that he wants Sheila dead for some reason," Doug said. "Let's start at the beginning."
"One. He or someone plants the idea in Sheila's head that you've got a bit on the side. They added some children to make it look like a long term affair."
"Two. Someone convinces Sheila that her falling down the stairs when she was drunk wasn't an accident. Oh, by the way, you do know that Sheila didn't have enough alcohol in her blood that night to be done for drunk driving."
"That's rubbish. She could hardly stand up."
"Well, that isn't what the blood tests they took here showed. The trouble is they left it too late to find out what else could have been in her blood that night. The doc thought she had taken what he termed a recreational drug. But that could mean anything."
"What? You think that Pridey drugged her? Do you think he was after getting her into bed that night?" I asked.
"No, it wasn't Tony who had those kinds of ideas," Amy interjected. "It was some friend of his. Look, we all went to the pub for a drink that night to celebrate one of the other girl's birthday. Around seven some of us went up the road to get something to eat. Sheila didn't come with us; she said she was going home when she had finished her drink.
Anyway when we got back to the pub about nine, Sheila was out on the floor dancing. Honestly she was off her head! I'd never seen her dancing like that before; it was like she couldn't stop. Just after eleven the drink seemed to hit her and she virtually collapsed. This Bob or whoever he was said he would take her home."
"Oh, yeah, and you can see us letting that happen when Sheila was as drunk as a skunk. The girls and I insisted that she come in our taxi with us. This Bob guy wasn't too pleased about that, but we were adamant and then Tony stepped in and told him to leave it."
"Hmm, let's make that three. What would have been your reaction if Sheila had woken up in someone else's bed in the morning, Marty? Don't tell me; I can guess. That plan didn't work, so when our friend finds out Sheila's had an accident and can't remember what happened, he points the finger at you."
"But Sheila did remember, that shrink guy she went to. He was a doctor who hypnotised her and she remembered." Amy exclaimed.
"Oh, yeah, I got the report on those allegations," Doug said. "Look, I was in that kitchen the following day. Nothing Sheila said fitted correctly. If there had been the fight that Sheila claimed they had.... Look, there just wasn't the room, unless half the furniture had been smashed and it wasn't. And that door to the cellar, it opens outwards. How the hell could Marty have pushed her through it? Remember there were no marks, no damage, nothing! Plus the security camera is just outside the back door; the microphone would have picked up any shouting or screaming. All it picked up was Marty shouting a warning to Sheila and her scream as she fell. No, I'm damned sure Sheila opened the door herself and walked through it thinking it was the door to the hall.
"Have you ever heard of planted memories, Amy? Well, that's what I suspect was somehow done to Sheila; by that quack or whatever he was who hypnotised her. Her story was inconsistent with the facts, as I know them. Have you any idea who this therapist was she went to see?"
"Someone that Tony knew, I think," Amy replied.
"You see, Tony Pride again. But just what was the bugger up to?" Doug asked looking at me.
"Well, I'm buggered if I know. If he wanted to steal my wife, why the hell would he try to kill her?"
"Maybe we are looking at this wrong. Supposing Tony Pride wanted Sheila dead all the time," Doug suggested.
"But why would he want to separate her from me first?" I asked.
"That's what we've go to work out, Marty." Doug sat back in his chair, obviously thinking.
Amy, who had been looking very thoughtful, suddenly asked, "Marty, could Sheila have had any relatives with money?"
"Not that I know of. Why?"
"Look, I'm speculating here. But what if Sheila was going to inherit a lot of money from some relative you didn't know existed. You know a long lost aunt or something. Look, this is all a bit Agatha Christie, I know, but I like her books. Now let's just imagine for a minute that Tony Pride is also related to this unknown benefactor; but a little further removed so if Sheila dies he would inherit."
"Now if Sheila was to die whilst she was married to you, even though she didn't know she had inherited the money, it would go to you as her husband. But if you were divorced first before she inherited, it wouldn't go to you. It would go to the next nearest relative in line. And I'll bet I can guess who that is going to turn out to be!"
"But why the attempted frame on me for the accident last night?"
"Because you can't legally benefit from a crime in this country, even if you could prove that whoever it was the money is coming from died and left it to Sheila before you were divorced. If you had killed her, you couldn't inherit the money anyway."
We both sat there looking at Doug now.
"Far fetched, I'll give you, but it certainly fits the scenario. I'm going back to the nick to see what I can dig up on our Mr Anthony Pride and while I'm at it, Marty, give me Sheila's maiden name and do you know where she was born?"
"Smith, her maiden name was Sheila Smith. But I haven't got the faintest idea where she was born. She never has been very forthcoming about her childhood. All I can really tell you is that she's an orphan. But her birth certificate must be somewhere."
"I'll need to find it if I can."
"I think there must a copy in the files at home. I don't remember her taking it with her. I'll have a look and dig it out later."
"Right. If you don't hear from me first, call me on my mobile; here's the number," Doug said. He gave me a card and then left the room.
Amy and I sat alone together for another hour before one of the doctors came in to see us. The operation was over. Sheila had a fractured skull and there had been a lot of bleeding into her brain. We gathered they had had some difficulty stopping the bleeding.
I wouldn't say the doctor was pessimistic but he was annoyed that Tony Pride had delayed the operation with all the crap about Sheila being a Jehovah's Wtness. With the way litigation goes nowadays they needed to get the permission of a judge before they could proceed once they had been told that.
He said the prognosis was fair but not good. They would keep Sheila sedated for the next few days while they waited for some swelling of her brain to go down. Amy and I went in to see her, but all we could see were bandages and tubes going everywhere. You know, you've all seen those machines beeping away on the telly. The doctors told us Sheila had numerous broken bones but it was the injuries to her head that they were worried about.
Amy and I left the hospital together and we went for a meal at a nearby fish and chip shop. I dropped Amy home and she asked me to pick her up and take her back to the hospital in the morning. She had no intention of returning to work until she knew Sheila was alright.
At home, I searched our files for Sheila's birth certificate but couldn't find it. Then it struck me. None of our papers were there. No marriage licence or decree nisi and Sheila's old passport was gone. I'd given her current one to her solicitor when he had asked for it. But I was sure he hadn't asked for her other papers.
Yes, I had been playing silly buggers at the time of the divorce; if Sheila didn't ask, she didn't get. Well, when you're playing a losing hand any small victory makes you feel a little bit better.
I didn't sleep well that night. Shit, I don't think I slept at all. Amy and I were back at the hospital at eight o'clock. But there was no change in Sheila's condition. Tony Pride hadn't showed up again either.
I rang my office and told them I wouldn't be in again for some time. They didn't object, which is the advantage of being good at your job - they didn't want to lose me.
Doug Collins turned up again about half ten. I noticed DS Moon came with him this time but he stayed well away from me, except when he came over to ask me how Sheila was. He'd already spoken to the doctor so I think he was trying to build a bridge.
Doug said that they couldn't find Tony Pride. Well, not the Tony Pride that we all knew. Whoever he was, he had stolen the identity of someone else. The Tony Pride that his paperwork referred to was living in Australia. The address he had been using was a rented room in a house; apparently they only ever saw him about once a week when he collected his mail. Everything that was known about him was false.
Two weeks passed with Amy and I sitting by Sheila's bed all day every day. Then one morning Doug Collins came in and told us he'd managed to trace Sheila's now dead great uncle. Apparently the guy had several million pounds that Sheila would inherit. It turned out she had been orphaned much younger than I had thought. She had been adopted and her new parents had changed her surname.



Doug had been to see them and they told him she had not taken being told she was adopted very well. A rift had formed between them and she had effectively run away. They hadn't seen or heard from her since she was eighteen.
They turned up at the hospital one day, but they didn't stay very long. It must have been upsetting for them to see her in that condition. I told them I would let them know when she regained consciousness; they thanked me and said they would return then. One of the nurses told me they called three times a day after that for progress reports.
Four weeks after the accident things had changed a little. Some of the bandages had gone, but we still sat there listening to the monotonous beep of the heart monitor. One of the machines that were recording Sheila's brain activity had been showing signs that made the medical staff optimistic. But they meant little to us.
Amy and I had both returned to work by then. We had a rota going - I sat with Sheila one day, Amy the next and one of the other girls from Sheila's office took the third day. Then it was my turn again.
Both Amy and I visited every evening and ate together afterwards. We had our own table at the fish and chip shop by then and a sign on the wall had appeared saying "No Change." Other customers and the staff had overheard Amy and my conversations and they had become involved in Sheila's plight.
We did all we were supposed to do. Played music that Sheila liked, talked to her about everything and anything. I discovered Doug Collins was calling in after he finished late shift to read "Wuthering Heights" - Sheila's favourite book - to her. He'd spotted her well-thumbed copy on her bedside table when he was searching her flat for her documents. We never did discover when they were taken from my flat or by whom, but we never found any of them.
I thought I was talking to Sheila one morning but I must have been a little more tired than I realised. I suddenly heard a croaky voice quietly say.
"Hello, Marty, are you awake now?"
I'm not quite sure what I did then. I know that the table beside me with cup and saucer on it went for six and that noise brought the nurses running. I must have said something to Sheila but I have no idea what. The next thing I remember is being ushered out of the room when the doctors arrived.
Then I started on a round of phone calls that led to folks arriving in droves. Only they were not let into Sheila's room. After some time, a nurse called Amy and I out of the waiting room where everyone had congregated. She told us we could go and see Sheila again.
When we got to the door I stopped and let Amy go first. She walked over to the bed, I saw Sheila smile at her and they started talking to each other. I took that as my cue to leave. I'd done my duty and stayed with Sheila whilst she was at death's door. Now my duty done, it was time to get on with my life.
I stopped into the fish and chip shop to give them the news and watched as they put up a sign saying "She's Awake." Then I went home to pack; the last month or so had been a strain on me. Christ, the last few years had been a bloody strain. I wanted to be somewhere else for a while. I must say my boss wasn't too impressed when I told him I was off to Spain for a couple of weeks, but he didn't argue.
+++++++++++++++++
I'd been at my friend's Villa for a week when Amy showed up. Curious as to why she was there I watched her get out of the taxi. The way she walked up to the swimming pool where I was sitting let me know she was not in a good mood.
"Just what the hell do you think you're playing, Martin Sleeman?" she demanded when she got close enough for me to hear.
"What's your problem? Aren't I allowed to take a holiday!"
"No, not when your wife needs you, you aren't."
"Hang on, Amy; you're forgetting Sheila isn't my wife anymore. She divorced me, remember? She decided she didn't need me anymore."
"Well, why did you sit beside her bed for five weeks whilst she was unconscious then?"
"Duty, nothing more; in sickness and health until the Lord put asunder and all that shit!"
"Don't give me that crap. You love her."
"Immaterial, Amy, Sheila divorced me. What I feel for her is unimportant."
"Marty, she loves you!"
"I don't believe that for one minute; remember what she did to me. That wasn't love."
"No, it was a mixed-up girl who needed help."
"Well, she chose someone else to give her that help. Now she's rich enough she'll have plenty of guys willing to help her, don't you worry."
"That's the point, I am worried. Look, she loves you and needs you."
"What for, her to shout at? To call a murderer or to knock her boyfriends around when they get stroppy, and give her an excuse to call me a bastard?"
"Christ, you are pissed off with Sheila, aren't you?"
"I am. I love her, but the year we were apart up until she had that accident, I think I was happier than I'd been in the previous six years. I can't say I was happy to be without her. But I wasn't walking on eggshells every day because I didn't know what kind of mood she was going to get out of bed in.
"But, Marty, Sheila was suffering from...."
"Oh, yeah, PMT, PMS or whatever shit you want to call it. But remember she accused me of trying to murder her. I don't need all that kind of shit in my life!"
"No, it wasn't PMT! Oh, the psychiatrists think that the hormone thing made it worse but they are sure Sheila was probably been suffering from clinical depression ever since little Kathy died. And you know Sheila's memory of you trying to kill her was implanted whilst she was hypnotised."
"Bollocks, Amy, PMT, PMS or clinical depression. What the fuck am I supposed to be, a fucking psychiatric nurse or something? And I'll never believe you can make anyone do something they don't really want to do by hypnotising them."
"But Sheila recalls that evening in detail now. She says that it was like looking at what was happening and not having any control over it. She says she remembers swearing at you and she even knew she was opening the wrong door. She says she just couldn't stop what was happening."
"I don't give a damn anymore. Look, I did my bit, I was there when she needed me, now I'm going to live my own life and forget about Sheila."
"Oh, I've wasted my time coming here then?"
"You sure have!"
Amy never said good-bye. She just turned around and walked slowly back to her taxi. She stopped and looked back at me one more time before she got into the taxi, then it drove away.
+++++++++++++++++
I'd been back from my holiday a couple of weeks when Doug Collins called round on the Saturday morning. He found me in the throes of packing up everything, as I was moving to a small house over the other side of town.
He told me that they hadn't been able to track the alias Tony Pride character down. They were pretty sure they knew who he was. Apparently they believed he was a great nephew of Sheila's benefactor. But as he was illegitimate, that had put him out of the running for the money. Unless there were no other living relatives.
Doug asked me why I hadn't gone to see Sheila since I'd been back and, well, we had the same kind of argument that I'd had with Amy. I won't go into that one.
++++++++++++++++
About six months later my solicitor asked me to call on him. He presented me with a cheque for nearly five million pounds. Apparently it was my half of Sheila's inheritance. We'd mutually agreed to split our assets down the middle when we'd divorced. As her great uncle had actually died before we were divorced Sheila had sent half the money on to me.
With due ceremony I tore the cheque into pieces and asked my solicitor to send it back. We went through that same pantomime at least five times before the cheques stopped arriving.
The next thing that hit me was the Inland Revenue. They sent me a demand for tax on the five million quid. It took a lot of persuading to convince them that I had not accepted the money.
One of the tax inspectors actually said to me, "Are you nuts?"
"I was when I married her, but I'm not anymore," I told him in reply.
I think he was the one who finally accepted the fact that I was not going to take the money.
+++++++++++++++++++++
During the next year I changed my job. Well, I was head hunted by another company. There I made a fresh start and started dating some of the girls in the office. Nothing serious - once bitten twice shy and all that crap.
One of the girls I went out with was a member of the local country club and she introduced me to golf. Hey, it was more exercise than I'd had in years. I wasn't much-cop at it, but I enjoyed myself playing. So I joined the country club myself.
Generally I tended to play on my own; not being very good I wouldn't show myself up too much that way. There are three courses so by making an early start in the summer; normally I was on my own on the course most of the time, with no one chasing up behind me.
One morning I was by the fifth green, hunting for at least one of the balls I'd managed to knock into the woods that day. After looking around for a while and locating two balls that weren't mine, I was just coming out of the small thicket but on the wrong side over by the sixth Tee when someone on the sixth must have sliced a ball, that made a hole in one, right on my nose.
I was stunned for a couple of minutes and found myself sitting on the ground nursing my nose, when the culprit came over apologising profusely.
"Hasn't anyone ever told you to shout fore before you tee off?" I demanded in anger. I couldn't see a bloody thing as both my eyes were watering so much.
"I'm sorry, Marty, I didn't realise you were so close."
Shit, I knew that voice, but for a minute I couldn't or didn't want to place it.
"Who are you? I can't see," I demanded.
"Don't you know?" the voice asked.
Shit! I did know. But I didn't want to know.
"I can't see. Point me in the direction of the club house," I said as I got to my feet.
"What about your stuff? I'll walk back with you and carry your clubs for you."
"No, don't bother. I'll get one of the caddies to collect them for me."
"Marty, I can't let you go off like this. I'm coming with you!"
"No, leave me alone. Haven't you messed up my life enough?"
"Marty, I've never meant to treat you so badly. I didn't realise how badly I'd behaved towards you until Amy told me when she came back from Spain."
"That's over now, Sheila. Just stay out of my life in the future, will you?"
"No, I'm not going to do that, Marty; I love you and I believe you love me. Well, you might not love me at this particular minute, as I've just hit you with a golf ball. But I know I can make you love me again."
"Huh!"
"I had planned that you would catch me up out here. I'm sorry I hit you."
"What's it going to take, woman, to convince you to stay away from me?"
"Well, I'd suggest you start by trying to get a court order. But as I've got enough cash to fight you on that, all the way to the European court, I think you'll be wasting your time on that one. Look, the sensible thing is for me to take you to the club house and then to hospital if need be. We can talk about everything else later."
+++++++++++++++
Well, I'm having that damned dream again. There she is, like always, bouncing up and down on me. But hang on, what's that bloody noise?
"Shit! The babies are crying!"
"Don't worry about that, the nanny will see to them. That's what she's paid for," Sheila smiled down at me.
Life goes on.
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The buzzing noise of the intercom bedside my bed roused me from my siesta. I reached over and hit the button.
"There's a lady here who wishes to see you, sir." My secretary's dismembered voice came from the machine.
"I'm a little busy at the moment, Colette. Ask Val if she can see her for me, will you please?"
Valerie is my PA and usually handles most of my visitors nowadays. To be honest, I wasn't busy at all; I'd turned into a bit of a recluse and I was having my afternoon nap. Colette was aware of that, so it was unusual for her to have disturbed me.
"The lady says it's personal and very important, sir. What she has to discuss, she says she can only discuss with you, sir."
"Damn it! Tell her she'll have to make an appointment for.... Oh, I don't know, next week sometime."
"The lady says it's urgent, and she is adamant, sir."
"Oh, bugger, all right. I suppose I'd better see her then, show her up to my office in about five minutes."
I got off my bed, gave my face a quick rinse in the bathroom, to wake myself up, then made my way through the penthouse to my private office. I looked out of the window at the view over the city below. Damn, I hate this bloody place; I hate every-bleeding-thing about it. Christ, I think I hate everyone on the seventeen floors below me as well, even though they all work for me.
Colette entered the office without knocking. She never did knock nowadays because I was rarely in there. I'm just the figurehead of this organisation now; the only reason I was here in my penthouse suite was because I had nowhere else I wanted to go; and nothing that I really wanted to do.
The very nice looking young lady, who Colette was supposed to be showing in, strode past her into the office in an officious looking manner. But I think the sudden grandeur that she found herself in took her by surprise and knocked the wind out of her sails. I could see she was unused to, and uncomfortable with, the environment she suddenly found herself in.
"Mr John Crawford?" she asked before Colette had time to make her official introductions.
"That's me."
"My name's June Parsons and I'm with Slough Social Services." I'm not sure, but I think I was supposed to be cowered by her statement.
"And what can I do for you, Miss or is it Mrs June Parsons from Slough Social Services?"
"Please call me June. We try not to be too formal."
I could see confusion in her face now. I think I was not what she had been expecting, nor were the surroundings she found herself in. This woman was used to dealing with folks on the other end of the financial spectrum and she appeared to be totally out of her depth here with me.
"Very well, June, you may call me John. Now what can I do for you? Oh, excuse me. Okay, Colette, you can leave Ms Parsons with me, thank you."
Colette, with a curious look on her face and a wink of her eye, turned and left the office, closing the door behind her. Well, my visitor was quite beautiful and the gold diggers had used some very interesting ways to get too me in the past.
"Mr Crawford...."
"John."
"I'm sorry, John. I'm with Social Services in Slough."
"You have said that more than once already; now please tell me how can I help you?"
"There is, um, where do I start?" she said looking around the room. The splendour of the place was obviously not what she had expected at all. "Look, I've got a case on my hands. There are two children involved and a mother who attempted suicide. Maybe it would be better if you read this note, it was found beside the mother."
She handed me an envelope containing the note, only in was more of a letter than a note. I sat back into my big swivel chair and opened it.
My dearest John. The first line said, and damn, I immediately knew whom it was from. My memory jumped back eleven years to when my once happy life came to a sudden end.
+++++++++++++++++
Shit, as I remember it I was having one hell of a bloody morning. A water main had burst in Chiswick High Road and the whole damned area had gridlocked as folks tried to find their way around the closed road.
I was almost an hour and a half late when I tried to sneak into my office unnoticed. It was the second time that week that my journey to work had been a bloody nightmare.
As I entered my office, June, my secretary - well she wasn't really mine, she looked after three or four of us - waylaid me.
"John, where the hell have you been, and why haven't you got your mobile switched on?"
"Oh, shit, I must have forgotten to charge the bloody thing last night," I thought that was becoming a habit of mine lately; too damned tired to think straight when I got home in the evenings.
"Tony Jordon's been looking for you since nine o'clock. He's got a real bee in his bonnet over something. You'd better get your arse up there pretty smartly."
Shit, buggering arseholes. That's all I needed; that pompous little arse on his fucking high horse. Since his father retired, that little shit and his brother thought they were God's gift to the bloody industry. The truth is he had no idea how to negotiate a contract or keep the customers happy. I was wondering whom the little bugger had upset now.
"Oh, John, thank goodness you've turned up. I've been trying to track you down all morning. You've really got to do something about your time keeping, you know," Tony Jordon said as I entered his office.
"Well, if you hadn't moved the bleeding office from Slough into fucking Chiswick I wouldn't have to sit in bleeding traffic jams every bloody morning and evening, you fucking little trumped up arsehole," my mind was thinking. I wondered why the hell didn't I have the nerve to say that to the little shit. But we all think these things, don't we?
"Sorry, Tony, there was a burst water main in the High Road."
"Well, I got here on time!"
Of course you did, you little shit. You've got an expensive town flat, paid for by the company and just a couple of blocks away that you stay in during the bleeding week. With that little tart that your Mrs doesn't know about to keep you warm at night.
"Anyway something's gone wrong with the Johnson job. They're late on delivery again. I need you to fly out there and talk some sense into Johnson's board. You know, pour some oil on the water. They're threatening to take their contract elsewhere again. You know if that happens, heads will roll. Not only here but at the plant as well. You've sweet talked Johnson around before; I'm sure you can do it again."
"And just why aren't you going yourself," I thought. "While you're at it, take the other pile of shit, your brother Robert with you. Between the pair of you, you're killing this bloody company. If your old man knew how you two were fucking things up here, he'd be turning in his bloody grave." Once again we think these things, don't we; I really wished I could think of a good reason why I wasn't saying them. But then if I did, I'd be out on my ear, wouldn't I?
"I'll give Simon Johnson a call. I'm sure he'll come round. We've been doing business with him for years."
"No! You're flying out there on the twelve o'clock flight. Old man Johnson has retired and his nephew Paul Johnson has taken over as chairman of the company. Neither Robert nor I can go. We've both got a very full calendar this week."
"A twelve o'clock flight? Shit, there's no way I can make it. I've got to get home and pack first. And besides, I'm supposed to be taking Sally to the theatre this evening; she's been on at me to take her for months. "
"Well, you'll have to take her some other time. Don't worry; the company will reimburse you for the tickets."
"The play finishes its run on Saturday night, Sally's been driving me nuts to take her for weeks. But I've been so tied up getting the Carter contract sorted out; I haven't been getting home until far too late in the evenings to go. I figured that now that Carter contract's signed and out the way, my evenings would be free for a few weeks at least. I know that the last night is sold out. Tonight was the only day we could get seats for. If I go to New York, I won't get back before Friday at the earliest. Sally's going to go ballistic."
"Then she'll have to go with a friend or something then, won't she? Sally knows as well as anyone, that the company needs the Johnson work, it's nearly half our turnover. You'd better call her at the factory and get her to go home and pack your bag for you. You'll never get home and then back to the airport in time from here. Run along now; we can't afford to have you miss that flight."
"Cheeky little shit." I thought as I left his office. I'd started working for Henry Jordon straight from college. It'd been a pretty small concern when I joined the staff. Jordon & Sons Machine Tools. Henry Jordon had got in on the ground floor some years back. Maggie Thatcher declared that industry had to stand on its own feet. And the banks started calling in company overdrafts. Starved of working capital, British engineering firms went to the wall in droves.
Henry Jordon was one of the vultures who bought up all the redundant plant and machinery. He reconditioned it in his own little factory, sold it on at ridiculous profits to companies all over the developing world. Henry Jordon was a typical died-in-the-wool Conservative. Mind, I think there was a lot of the profits that somehow disappeared into offshore accounts. It wouldn't do for a good Tory to pay too many taxes, now would it?
Once the bankruptcies started to become a little thin on the ground, Henry Jordon changed the modus operandi of the company. He became agent for companies who wanted to sell machine tools into Europe. Simple, really. The machinery was imported into the country in pieces then assembled and delivered to anywhere in the EEC.
Things went well for the company until the two brothers were old enough to join the firm. Unfortunately Henry's two sons, who had both been to university, were trying to run things on the Just In Time principle. Great on a production line, but it left no time for sorting out the problems that often showed up in our business.
Parts coming in from all over the world could be delayed for a thousand and one reasons. Luckily most of our clients were quite aware of those problems. But if the brothers would just leave a few days grace when they quoted delivery dates we wouldn't have half the problem with them that we were having.
It always seemed obvious to me. Tell the customer they can have it in three weeks, then later tell them you can deliver five days earlier; they are happy. Tell them they can have it in two weeks and deliver a week late. Shit flies! And never promise what you can't deliver.
I couldn't really understand why Tony was insisting I fly out to New York. The brothers had negotiated the latest contract with Johnson's; they should be the ones to put things right. Yeah, but I knew how it was going to look to the board if it all went pear shaped. I was the mug who was going to take the can on this one.
When I got back to my office, I called Sally's office at the Slough Factory. Yeah, Sally worked for Jordon & Son's as well. That's what Tony had been alluding to. It wouldn't only be my head that was going to roll; I could see Sally's going as well.
Sally and I met when she joined the typing pool years ago. Typing pool, there that will give you some idea of how long ago I'm talking about. We seemed to hit it off quite well from the beginning. But it wasn't until we went to the company Christmas party that year that we got together. You know what its like; everybody was kissing under the mistletoe and when I kissed Sally.... Well, I'm not sure what happened, but in the end someone asked us if we would move, as they wanted their turn.
Sally and I didn't discus it or anything. From that kiss we were an item. I think we both ran around like lunatics buying each other Christmas presents and I joined her and her family for Christmas dinner. I think that caused some confusion, as I'm pretty sure they were expecting some other guy. But no one actually said anything.
We went out together on New Year's Eve and woke up together in my bed on New Year's Day. That was our first time together. I'm sorry to have to admit I don't remember much about it. I do remember the night of January the first though. Sally never actually went home to live again and we were married four months later.
The next ten years had been the happiest of my life, when I was at home. My life at work was fine until Henry's twin boys finished university and came to work at the firm. Until they joined the company, I had been Henry's number two, his assistant in all things both above and below board.
The boy's arrival spelt a change. Henry was not a bad old stick; he didn't put his boys over me in the company hierarchy at first, but they both seemed to resent that. Oh, they were pleasant enough to me, but I knew they didn't like the sway I held with their farther.
Henry Jordon floated the company on the stock market and made a bloody killing out of it. That was the only time he actually upset me. I thought he would have sent at least a few shares in my direction, but he didn't. The other thing that didn't happen was I was not made a director. Both the brothers went on the board, but I didn't.
Then Henry had his bloody heart attack. At the hospital he asked me to keep an eye on the boys. "Some hopes, Henry," I thought. "If you'd given me some shares and put me on the board as well, I might have had some influence over them." Of course I never said that to him. It was plain to my eyes that he was on his way out.
Henry retired immediately and passed away three months later. The moment the lid of his coffin was closed; the boys started making changes. None of which, I thought were good ideas, but there was little I could do about it. They rented flash new offices in Chiswick and most of the admin and sales staff moved down there. Tony ran that department, whilst Robert took over the running of the factory completely. In doing so he inherited Sally as his secretary. She'd been the factory manager's PA for some time, but the factory manager didn't stay for long, because Robert was on his case all the time.
I can't say I was very happy about Sally working for Robert Jordon. It wasn't something I could put my finger on, but I never did like the way either of the brothers looked at her. Come on, I suppose it could have been jealousy, or maybe it was just that I didn't like either of the brothers really. But I sensed something. Sally was five years older than the two boys were, but she was one fine looking woman, even if I do say so myself.
Sally appeared to get on very well with Robert. Too well, if you ask me. No, I didn't think anything untoward was going on. But as I really didn't like the boys, I would sometimes make comments about them. Sally would spring to their defence and there we had the recipe for trouble.
The truth is, as the company got busier and I was rushing about all over the bloody place keeping customers happy and sorting out new contracts, I think Robert saw more of Sally that I did. So she saw his side of any problem well before they got dumped on me.
Okay, back to the Johnson contract and my short notice flight to the US. I called Sally to give her the good(?) news. I think they probably heard her reaction at Chelsea football ground. I know it deafened me.
"But you're taking me to the play tonight! You promised! What the hell did you volunteer to go the New York for?"
Now this was another problem of mine. Whenever I was asked to go away somewhere, Sally somehow got it into her head, that it was something that I chose to do. I never could understand why she thought I would volunteer to go on these bloody trips. But from our discussions on the subject, it was obvious that she was convinced that I did.
"I didn't volunteer, Sally. Tony has just ordered me to go. Surely you know what the problem is with the deliveries on the Johnson contract. Hasn't Robert told you?"
"There's always problems nowadays. But why do you always have to keep volunteering to sort them out? Especially when we are supposed to be going to see the play tonight. I'm getting fed up with the way you treat me lately. What about my play?"
See what I mean? I'd just told her that I was being sent to New York and she was still insisting that I'd volunteered to go. I'm afraid I got angry that she wasn't really listening to what I said.
"To be honest, Sally, I don't give a bleeding damn about that goddamn play! Our - that's yours as well as mine - job's are on the line here and if I can't calm Johnson's bloody board down, the companies going to be up the bloody creek without a bleeding paddle, with no orders. Now don't blame me because your lot in the factory can't turn the stuff out on time!"
See, now that's the problem with separating the two parts of the company. It had become a them-vs-us culture. Unfortunately, I was with the us and Sally was with the them. An even bigger recipe for disaster.
"Now please go home, pack that fucking bag for me and then meet me at the check-in desk at Heathrow at eleven. Please."
There was silence on the other end of the phone for several moments and then in a very controlled voice Sally said, "You'll get your fucking bag and maybe a few other things you didn't bargain for as well. I'm not your bloody skivvy you know!" The line went dead.
Why did I do that? Why did I shout at Sally and why did she shout at me? Damn, I knew I needed to apologise to her when she met me at the airport.
But that didn't happen. I was waiting at check in at eleven o'clock but there was no sign of Sally. Ten-past came and went with still no sign of her. The girl was just about to close the desk when Sally arrived. She strolled through the departure lounge as if I had all the time in the world.
"Damn, Sally, what took you so long?" obviously with a sharp tone to my voice as I was very worried about missing the flight by then. But then I realised that it wasn't Sally's or my fault that we were having this argument. It wasn't either of our faults that she was disappointed about the play that evening and it wasn't good for us to part feeling angry with each other.
"I'm sorry, Sally. I'm just so worked up about this damned trip." I went to kiss her, but she stepped back from me.
"We don't have time for things like that. You have to rush off and save your precious contract."
Then I heard the girl on the check-in desk say. "You must check your bag in now, Mr Parsons, or it won't get on your flight."
I turned back to the girl and went through the formalities of checking the bag in. When I turned back to Sally again, she was gone.
"How long before the flight's called?" I asked the girl.
"Probably about half an hour or so. But I would suggest you don't leave the departure area."
I ran in the direction that Sally had appeared from. But Sally must have been moving much faster when she left than she had been when she arrived. At the end on the concourse was the entrance to an enclosed bridge that led to the short-term car park.



I was halfway across the bridge, when out of the corner of my eye I caught sight of the bright yellow Lamborghini exiting the car park on the ground level below. I could just make out Sally's coat through the passenger side of the windscreen. I knew the little shit that was in the driving seat, although I couldn't see him. Robert Jordon let no one drive his bloody status symbol other than himself.
Boy, was I pissed. Robert Jordon was so busy that he couldn't go to New York but he had time to drive my wife about in that bloody pussy puller of his. Christ, I was bloody hopping mad as I made my way back into the terminal building. Unusually for me I went into the bar and ordered a drink. After sitting there fuming for twenty minutes or so, my flight was called and I moved into the departure lounge.
For most of the flight, I studied the contracts as closely as I could looking for the loopholes Henry always put in there that gave us a little leeway on delivery dates and the like. But the boys had been at these latest contracts; most of those subtle little doors had been closed.
I was met on my arrival at JFK, by of all people Paul Johnson himself, along with Petra his PA, whom he had obviously inherited from his uncle and a little entourage of yes-men. I'd met the kid a few times in the past - a bit of a misnomer really - but Paul always seemed a bit like the Jordon brothers, very young next to me. I really only had five or so years on them.
In the past Simon Johnson had normally done most of the talking, whilst Paul had just been one of the other minions who enthusiastically nodded in agreement at everything Simon said, and of course laughed at his jokes.
I was put on my guard by Paul's over enthusiastic welcome. Even more so by the collection of flunkies he had with him, who carried my bags and laptop out to the Limo that was waiting.
"We've put you in the company suite at the WA," Paul said. "SJ was hoping to see you on this trip, but the timing is unfortunate; he's still on his world cruise. He told me to let you know he'd look you up when the ship docks in Southampton."
I can remember thinking this was a very strange thing for Simon Johnson to want to do. Yeah, I'd always got on with the old boy. Henry Jordon and I had met him many times over the years we'd been dealing with his company. But I never took it that our friendship was anything other than purely business. Now that he'd retired why the hell would he wish to see me?
The Waldorf Astoria was always where Henry Jordon had stayed over the years. But when I had visited New York on my own, I'd tended to stay in places a little less, um, extravagant. But Paul was telling me the suite was the company suite so I figured it just happened to be vacant. I couldn't see the Jordon brothers forking out on a suite there for me.
Paul, having dropped me off at the WA, told me he'd send Petra to pick me up for dinner at around seven o'clock; then he and his little entourage took their leave. Jesus, this trip was getting more confusing by the bloody minute. In theory I should be taking or at least asking Paul Johnson to have dinner with me.
It was by then about four in the afternoon local time. I wondered whether Sally had gone to the play on her own or not. After all she had the tickets. I called our home number; as I half expected there was no answer. Thinking that it would be about nine PM in London, I sent a text message to her mobile, asking if she was enjoying the play and who she had found to go with.
When Petra arrived to collect me, she found me on the phone again. I'd received no reply to my text to Sally, and I thought she should have been home by then. But there was no answer from the home phone again. This time I left a message on the answer phone telling her I was going out to dinner and I'd call her the next day.
As I went to leave the room, Petra wrestled my briefcase from my hand and returned it to the chair I'd picked it up from.
"This is purely a social evening tonight, John. Paul would like you to meet his family. He said it was a pity you didn't bring your wife over with you."
"Petra, what's this all about?" I asked her once we were in the car.
I could see Petra was thinking how to reply to my question, and it was some moments before she answered.
"Paul just thinks as you two do so much business with each other, the two of you should really get to know each other better. And he wants you to get to know everyone on the board of Johnson's as well."
None of this was making any sense to me, until I came up with the idea that, just maybe, I was going to be headhunted from Jordon and Son's by Johnson and Partners. There was no other explanation I could think of for everyone's strange behaviour.
The meal was outstanding, with a high percentage of Johnson's board present, complete with their spouses. Then we all moved on to a nightspot where some of the party danced. I didn't venture onto the dance floor, as I was feeling the jet lag; I'd been up five or so hours longer than the rest of them.
However, as the evening went on, I was more and more convinced that my headhunting idea must be correct. All the board members went out of their way to talk to me and make me feel at home. Petra stuck to me like glue, if anything acting as if she was my PA. You know what I mean, whenever anybody approached me, she would whisper who he or she was, and fill me in on anything I needed to know about them.
It was around two AM New York time when I got back to my room, seven AM-ish back home. There were no messages on my mobile and according to the reception; Sally hadn't left any messages there for me either. I debated calling her but thought it was a little early to do so, as she'd been out late the evening before.
I was roused from the sleep of the dead, at 11 AM, by my breakfast noisily arriving, followed by the now ubiquitous Petra. Once again she appeared to be acting as my PA.
"You have a meeting with the full board at 12 o'clock. That shouldn't take very long and then after that, Paul would like you to join him for a round of golf. Oh, you do play, don't you? Of course you do. I remember you and Henry playing with SJ. Anyway, you'll fly up to SJ's estate from the helipad on the building's roof right after the meeting. Oh, and Paul wanted to know how much of a hurry you're in to return to London."
"Well, that really depends on what Paul and the board have to say about our late deliveries."
"Oh, I think they'll be happy with whatever you say. After all, you're the.... Um, well, anyway they know and trust you. Now you'd better get a move on or you'll be late for the meeting."
Petra had suddenly lost her usual self-confidence. For a moment, she sounded uncommonly flustered and just as suddenly she was in a hurry to leave the room. Or, to get out of my presence for a while, at least!
I'll be honest; I hadn't been concentrating too closely on what Petra had been saying, as I was impatient to call Sally. I called her office at the factory, but the switchboard intercepted my telephone call. The girl explained that Sally wasn't in the office that day. Luckily, as it turned out, the receptionist was a temp and she didn't recognise my voice. The silly bitch didn't even ask who I was. When I asked if she knew why Sally wasn't in, she said she didn't know.
I don't know why, maybe it was a sixth sense. But something made me ask her to put me through to Robert Jordon; she told me that he wasn't in the office that day either.
Totally pissed off, I called my home number, but again it was not answered. Then I called Sally's mobile and found that it was switched off. Robert's mobile proved to be switched off as well.
Totally out of my pram by then, I called Tony Jordon at the Chiswick office. When he came on the line, I demanded to know where the hell Robert was. I told Tony that there was something about the contract that I needed Robert to clarify for me. It struck me that Tony thought for a little longer than was really necessary before he replied.
"Oh, I believe Robert's gone down to Brighton, he's meeting with the directors of Carter's Industries today. I think he said he was going to take Sally along with him to take notes. You know what Tony's memory's like."
Bad choice, you lying little arsehole. That was the bloody contract that I closed last week. It's all signed, sealed and delivered. What kind of crap are you trying to feed me here? Once again, it was a thought, not a statement.
After Tony asked me how things were going, I told him I would probably have to stay a couple days yet to calm them down. Then the moment I got off the phone to Tony, I called Monty Carter's secretary in Brighton. As I expected, she confirmed that there were no meetings planned that day between Robert and her boss. As a matter of fact, she could never recall them ever having met.
Petra reappeared and urged me to hurry getting showered and dressed for the conference. So I stuffed the remainder of my breakfast down my throat and dashed into the shower.
We were a little late arriving, but no one appeared to notice. An unbelievable round of introductions started, followed by a tour of the offices. We didn't get into the conference room until almost one o'clock.
I've got to say that, my negotiations were really a complete farce. Everyone agreed to everything I said and they appeared to be more worried about whether I was upset about anything.
I gathered that everyone agreed with me that the Jordon brothers were a couple of arseholes, and a complete waste of space. But that wasn't actually said in words. Convinced by then that they were planning on making me an offer that I couldn't refuse, I was somewhat surprised when the offer didn't materialise.
When the meeting broke up, Paul and I, followed by a couple of other directors, made our way up to the roof to get on the helicopter. Petra, as usual, joined us. She asked me when I wanted to return to England and organised a flight for later in the day.
On the golf course, I called my secretary in Chiswick on my mobile and told her I would be staying on for a few days. Whatever was going on back there, I wanted everyone to believe I was going to be out of the country for a few days yet. Petra must have over-heard my conversation.
"Sorry to be inquisitive, John, but is something wrong? I've got to ask because, I couldn't help but notice every-time you call England, you're on edge about something," she asked in a concerned tone.
"I'm not sure, but I think something isn't right over there, although I'm afraid it's personal."
"We've known each other a long time, John? Can I be of any assistance? You know that I know how to be discrete."
"Well, you could help me. It would be useful if nobody finds out that I'm flying home this evening. No one in England, that is! If what I fear is happening, I'd like to try and catch them in the act."
"Oh, god, you don't think your wife is...."
"I don't know, Petra. But we had an argument before I left and she hasn't been where I thought she should be when I've tried to call her. I can't seem to get hold of her on the phone either. It might be that she's still annoyed with me, but there's a man I can't get in touch with either, and someone else over there is telling me lies. There must be a reason for that."
"Oh, I see now why you're in a hurry to get back. Look, if anyone from England tries to call you, I'll have them transferred to me. I'm the only one besides Paul who knows you're on the plane this evening anyway. All Paul's calls go through me, so I'll stall anyone who tries to get in touch with you. You can call them back on your cell phone and they'll have no idea where you are."
"Thanks, Petra, now I think I'd better get back to the game."
Whilst I'd been in conversation with Petra, I'd noticed Paul start to walk towards us. I'd moved out of earshot to make my phone calls. What I found confusing was the fact that out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Petra make a little gesture with her hand, when she saw Paul begin to move in our direction. Paul immediately changed direction and had fallen into conversation with the other two players.
The game over, we went into SJ's mansion for a meal, where I met again SJ's daughter, Beatrice. Once again I thought something was not quite right. I'd known Bea for years, but she seemed awkward around me that day. I couldn't put my finger on it, but I got the feeling that these folks knew something I didn't. I began to wonder if I'd made a mistake in telling Petra of my suspicions.
We flew back to the company HQ later in the day in the helicopter; then Petra accompanied me to the airport. She'd arranged for someone to collect my gear from the WA. The flight back to Heathrow was uneventful until I'd landed. A steward met me in the arrival's lounge, and told me there was an urgent phone call for me, leading me to a service phone.
"John, its Petra. We had everyone on the phone for you last night, after you left. Your wife called and I told her you were in conference with Paul. Then later both the Johnsons called, but separately and I gave them the same message. Your wife then called again and asked me if I knew when you would be returning home. I told her I'd booked you on the Saturday evening flight. Was that all right?"
"Thanks, Petra, that should be fine. I'll call them from my mobile later and give them the same story. Thanks for your help."
"Keep in touch, John. I'll let you know if any of them call here again."
So my loving wife had reappeared and was showing signs of being concerned about where I was. I wondered why she was suddenly so worried about me.
I booked myself into the Novatel by the airport and found that Hertz had already delivered the car I ordered from New York. I, or rather the company, had an account with Hertz, so it was my simplest choice, but the car was booked to me privately.
Not being tired, I took a drive past my house. Sally's car was in the drive and the house was in darkness. To be expected, since it was just after four in the morning. From the call box on the corner of our road, I called the house phone; there was no answer and the answer-phone picked up. I called four times in a row and, when she never answered on any of them, I figured it was safe to assume that Sally was not in the house.
Leaving the car where it was, I walked down to the house and entered quietly. A quick search of the place proved to me that it was deserted. What to do now, I asked myself. Well, the best idea I could come up with was to sit down and wait for Sally to return. I made myself a pot of coffee and settled myself in the lounge. I'd planned on the coffee keeping me awake, but it didn't!
It was the burble of the Lamborghini's noisy exhausts that woke me, just before eight o'clock. Through the window I watched Sally and Robert get out of the yellow peril and walk up to the house.
"Come in, Bobby. It won't take me long to shower and change. Go in the kitchen and make some coffee, will you. I need something to clear my head."
It was amazing; neither of them noticed me sitting in the lounge, even though the door was wide open. I guess some folks don't see what they don't expect to see.
Sally ran up the stairs and Robert went into the kitchen. I heard him going through all the cupboards. Then he came out and called up the stairs to Sally.
"Where do you keep your coffee percolator, Sal?"
"On the side," she called back down to him.
"Well, I can't find it," he called back up to her.
I heard Sally come back down the stairs. "Oh, you men are useless without a good woman around to look after you," she said as she entered the kitchen.
"That's funny, it should be on the side there. I don't think I left it in the lou.... OH, MY GOD! What are you doing here?"
Sally, having not found the coffee percolator in the kitchen, had come into the lounge looking for it, and finally spotted me. She stood there in a skimpy bra and a thong. Neither of which I might add, I had ever seen before.
"Oh, I was just sitting here waiting for my faithful wife to return. And now I think I'm gonna kick a slimy little arsehole's teeth down his fucking throat for him," I said as I got out of my chair.
Both Robert and Sally seemed to be glued to the spot in shock for a moment; after all, they were both sure I was still in the US. Then Robert came to his senses and began to try to make his getaway. Unfortunately for him we had a rather unusual and complicated night latch on our front door. The damn lever on the thing turns the wrong way. The more he tugged and pulled at it, the more panic-stricken he became.
I slammed him against the door and literally punched the shit out of him. I don't think the little wanker even knew how to defend himself. Sally was screaming at me that "it wasn't what it looked like" and was trying to pull me off of Robert.
I don't think I knocked him about half as much as I would have liked to have done. To be honest, I'm not a naturally violent person. So when he tried to roll into a ball on the floor, I stopped hitting him. I think some folks would have taken the opportunity to kick the shit out of him, but it wasn't something I could bring myself to do.
Turning the catch in the correct direction, I opened the door and shoved him outside. Then without really thinking about it, I grabbed hold of Sally and pushed her outside as well.
Slamming the door closed, I returned to the lounge, only this time I headed for the liqueur cabinet.
Sally banged on the door and rang the doorbell for a little while. Through the lounge window I watched Robert, who had retreated to his car, get out again carrying a travel blanket, I assume to cover Sally's almost naked body with.
Sally called through the post box, once again saying that it wasn't what it looked like, and begging me to let her back in. I was adamant that I wasn't going to get into a shouting match with her, so I ignored her.
Some of the neighbours had taken an interest in our little cabaret by then; I could see them watching from their front doors and gardens. Sally, I assume figured I was back in the lounge as she changed her target and began banging on one of the lounge windows, still screaming at me to let her in.
Unfortunately for her she must have hit the window a little too hard. Just as the police arrived, the windowpane shattered and Sally cut her arm quite badly on the shards.
It seemed that only a couple of moments passed before the paramedics and ambulance arrived. I assume the police called them; I didn't!
Then I had a policeman knocking on the door. I'd watched him talk to both Sally and Robert before he did so.
"Good morning, sir. Would you like to give me your side of this little debacle?" he asked.
"I caught my wife with an arsehole. Do I need to say anymore?"
"Not really, sir, but the man says you hit him."
"I did. Wouldn't you? He was in my house!"
"Hmm, you didn't strike your wife?"
"No, I bloody didn't. I just helped her through the door, so she could be with her boyfriend. I thought I was being quite magnanimous."
Another officer who had remained talking to Sally and Robert came over, shaking his head at the first officer.
"He doesn't want to take it anywhere. And the lady says there was no violence shown towards her."
Then he said to me, "That is a nasty gash your wife's got on her arm, sir. The medic says she's going to need some stitches in it, so they will be taking her to casualty. But she is going to need some clothes though. Will you take them down there for her?"
"Not on your bloody life, I won't. That's her bleeding problem, not mine anymore. Let her little shit bag boyfriend buy her some new ones; he's got plenty of money,"
"I see. Look, you realise she must have some clothes. She can't walk around dressed like that. She's almost naked!"



"Then she'll have to find some other mug to come in and get them for her then, won't she? You can go up and get some if you like, or perhaps her boyfriend would like to come back in for another round."
My attention was taken by the burble of the Lamborghini driving away, following the ambulance.
"Oh, it looks like she decided to do without. Now if you will excuse me, officers, I've got to call the window people and my solicitor."
The policemen left after mumbling something about they hoped they weren't going to be called back later in the day. I called the window people and a guy was around within a few minutes to replace the broken glass. He tried to make small talk while he worked but soon gathered I wasn't in a talking mood.
My solicitor transferred me to his colleague who handled divorces at their practice. She told me she'd put the wheels in motion, but couldn't do too much until we found out who Sally was going to have acting for her. It all really depended on how Sally wanted to play things.
I noticed the police drive past several times during the morning, whilst I was stacking all Sally's clothes that I'd placed in bin-liners, in the garage.
I have to assume there was some kind of collusion between the police and Sally going on. They must have informed Sally that I had put her stuff in the garage. Because, at around four in the afternoon, a different police car pulled up outside the house, with just a single officer in it this time. He didn't get out.
A little later a Ford Transit van driven by one of the boys from the factory, came down the road and backed into my drive. Using the remote control I opened the garage shutter; it was obvious to me what they'd come for. Sally, her arm now in a sling, got out of the passenger door with one of the girls from her office.
Whilst the guy and the girl loaded Sally's things into the van, I heard Sally trying the service door between the garage and the kitchen. Finding that locked she came around and rang the front doorbell.
"John? John, I need to talk to you; you've got it all wrong. Nothing happened between Robert and me. John, can you hear me? I know you're in there. Speak to me, John, please. Let's talk this over, please. You're making a terrible mistake," Sally called through the post box.
I opened the door, but before she could say anything further I stuffed her handbag in her hand and then slammed it closed again. I'd already removed her credit cards and house keys from it.
I watched as Sally went and talked to the police officer, who got out of his car. He kept shrugging his shoulders and shaking his head. After a while and with a resigned look on his face he pointed to a spot on the ground, where I assume he was telling Sally and her friends to wait; then he came up and knocked on the door.
"Your wife wishes to speak to you, sir. And you know you can't keep her out of the marital home," he said when I opened it.
"You can tell her we have nothing to discus. The house is already in the market as she decided it's no longer our marital home. If it was, she would have been in it last night when I got home, instead of screwing her boyfriend somewhere else, wouldn't she? Tell her to get her lawyer to get in touch with mine, will you? She knows who mine are."
The officer went back down the drive, where he had a short but very animated discussion with Sally and her friends. Sally then apparently collapsed into her two friend's arms, who then helped her back into the van. Then they drove away. The police officer stood there shaking his head, as he watched the garage shutter slowly close. With a shrug to one of the neighbours who'd been watching the pantomime, he got back in his car and drove away.
+++++++++++++++++
An hour or so later Petra called me. I related to her the events of the day and she said she was sorry. She asked what I intended to do and I told her divorce Sally, and of course I wouldn't be able to work for Jordon's anymore. Petra told me that I must keep in touch with her and made me promise to do so.
She also mentioned that Simon Johnson was going to call on me and said I had to stay In touch so that he would be able to find me. Paul had told me that once already. I wondered what was so important about this visit from Simon Johnson.
It was midnight before I got back to the Novatel. There was no way I could sleep in that house again. It contained too many memories.
After breakfast the following morning I called my secretary June and asked her if Tony was around. She told he wasn't going to be in the office that day and asked me what the hell was going on. Well, I told her straight out. June was very upset by the news. I'll swear she was crying as I told her.
She informed me that Tony had told her I would probably be resigning when I reappeared. She got the impression that he'd stayed out of the office that day just to avoid being there when I turned up.
I found Tony's absence strange. I would have thought that, after I'd knocked his brother about, he would have taken great pleasure in firing me. After all Robert is one of the company's directors and there wasn't any love lost between us.
Nothing was really making any sense. None of this made any sense!
First my trip to New York. Tony had insisted that I go, but when I got there, all Johnson's people seemed, if anything, surprised that I'd come. Yeah, there were some late deliveries but they didn't appear to be climbing the walls over them.
Then there was Robert going after Sally. Yes, she's a good-looking woman. But Robert was a bit of a lad where women were concerned and always appeared to have some little dolly bird on his arm. Sally was at least five years older than he was. And nearly ten years older than his usual tarts.
I don't know. I suppose they could have fallen in love. They did spend a lot of their working life together. But somehow I doubted Robert would have done that.
I went into the office to collect my personal property. I took the opportunity to wipe the hard drive on my both company computer and the laptop that I carried. But not before copying the contents of the hard drives onto zip-drives.
I took my letter of resignation, that June had produced for me, to the personnel officer myself. While I stood there and waited, he arranged for my final salary and bonuses to be paid into my bank immediately. The accounts department were a little reluctant at first; that is until they realised who it was that was resigning.
I think nearly the whole of the staff either helped me carry my gear down to the hire car or came out to wave me goodbye. I'd left my company car safely locked in the garage back at the house. I wanted to make sure I got everything I was owed, before I'd let them have that back.
That was that really. I lived in the Novatel for a week or so, before I found a flat I liked. The house sold very quickly; it was in a good area and I priced it for a quick sale.
Work? Well I thought I'd take a few months off and contemplate my next move. To be honest I was still expecting Johnson's to make me an offer and didn't wish to commit myself elsewhere too quickly.
Sally? I saw her a couple of times. On both occasions we had blazing rows. Correction: on both occasions I called her a cheating little slut and she retaliated. Civil discussions between us appeared to be impossible.
I was surprised she didn't shack up with Robert straight away; she didn't move in with him until some months after I kicked her out of the house. Whose flat she'd been staying at in the meantime, I don't know. But the guy I hired to watch her said she moved in with Robert right after our first big argument at the solicitors. They nearly had to call the police to that one. Probably she realised that there was no way we were getting back together at that meeting.
Our second battle of words was when we signed the divorce papers. Sally, looking very strange, was sitting at the table before I entered the room. She was wearing a big winter coat and was sitting rather strangely. My solicitor and I sat opposite whilst the details of the settlement were read out, then Sally signed the papers. They were placed in front of me and as I went to sign Sally asked. "John, are you really sure you want to do this? There's some things you really need to...."
"Did you hear some cheating lying little slut say something, Sandra?" I asked my solicitor.
Sally went ape shit at me, calling me all kinds of names, so I signed the forms quickly and left the room without adding another word. As I have said before, I didn't need or wish to get into a slanging match with her.
+++++++++++++++++
It was a few weeks; maybe a month or so after the divorce became final, that Petra called me to let me know that Simon Johnson was arriving in Southampton that weekend. I arranged to go down to meet him at a hotel in the town.
After the awkward formalities were over, Simon and his wife chatted to me about their cruise for a while. Once again I got the feeling that he was up to something. Look, the guy was just a client that I'd known for years, but now he was behaving like a long lost friend.
Oh, we went through the condolences bit on Henry's death and he said he was very sorry to hear about what had happened between Sally and I. And then he said that he was really sorry he couldn't have acted sooner, but he had to respect Henry's wishes.
That statement told me he had been beating around the bush. Well, that all ended when Bea entered the room. She said hi to me and gave me a hug and a kiss on the cheek as usual. Then she gave Simon the briefcase she was carrying. Bea and Simon's wife then left the room before he opened it.
"Right, John, let's get down to business. Tell me, what did you think when Henry floated the company and didn't give you any of the shares?" he suddenly asked.
I really didn't know what to reply. "Well, it was his company and he could do what he wanted with his money," I said.
"But you'd helped him to build it. From what I know of Henry, I'll bet you'd gone out on a limb for him more than a few times."
I didn't answer that. I figured he'd get to the point of all this before too long.
"Did you know that Henry owned a large proportion of Johnson's as well, through off-shore holding companies? And those same companies also hold a good proportion of Jordon's shares.
This was news to me, but I still thought I'd be better to keep my mouth shut and listen to what Simon had to say.
"Tell me, what did Henry say to you when he retired? He knew he didn't have long to live."
"He asked me to try to keep his boys under control. But with me not being on the board meant there was fat chance of me doing that."
"Yes, I'm sorry to have to tell you, he did that on purpose. He figured the boys would bankrupt the company within a year or so and he didn't want your name on the paper work. He thought they would try to lay the blame off on you. You know that if a company goes bankrupt through mismanagement of its funds, the directors can be banned from holding other directorships, don't you?
"Anyway he figured the boys would bleed the company dry before too long. Now, these papers here make you the main shareholder of those holding companies. In essence, they belong to you."
Simon placed a sheath of papers on the table.
"And, these papers here contain the details of all Henry's numbered bank accounts. I was supposed to hold on to all of this, until after Jordon and Son's went down the tubes. But with what the brother's did to you, I think you'd better have them now.
"Did you know that in the terms of their father's will, the brothers couldn't fire you, don't you? Ah, I see you didn't. I think the bastards set you and Sally up so that you would resign.
He sat back and looked at me. "You know, John, you're a very rich man now, although all your money is in off-shore accounts, so you've got to figure out how to get it back into the country legally. I can show you a few tricks there. I've got some very inventive accountants."
My mind was going in circles. He'd just told me that Robert Jordon had seduced Sally and ruined my life for no other reason than to get me out of the firm. But why?
"You look angry, John, and I don't blame you. Look, Henry was never convinced the boys were really his. Martha had a habit of having affairs whilst Henry was away working. He had DNA tests done some years back and.... well, for a while he figured he was their father, even if they weren't actually his sons. But he came to believe they knew that he wasn't their real father. And he found out they said some very nasty things about him, behind his back.
"Henry always said you were more like a son to him, so he decided that you would have all his money. He figured the boys would wreck the firm. I think he wants them bankrupt and penniless, as I assume you do now, as well."
"But what about the staff at Jordon's? They will all lose their jobs."
"No, not if some big American company picks up the pieces. Do you understand Henry's little game now, John? Johnson's will cancel its contracts with Jordon's within the next week or so. Then the next day one or two of the offshore stockholders will dump a load of Jordon's shares on the London stock market. That should kill the share price. A hint will be made to the right bank directors, and they will call in the company's loans.
"Then a consortium will step in and buy what's left of the company from the banks. I'll let you guess who's going to be at the head of that consortium and will be the main shareholder, but no one will know that part.
"You, of course, will renegotiate the contracts with Johnson's. Hey, in time perhaps you will invite me to join you on your board. Then a merger between Johnson's and Jordon's will put you on Johnson's board as well.
"How does that all sound to you, John?"
"I don't understand. Why didn't Henry just leave the company to me in the first place?"
"And you'd be fighting their challenges to the will for the next twenty years. You were with Henry almost every day of his working life for the last few years. You know Henry always was a little on the eccentric side. He was sure that the family would claim you had undue influence over him. You know they were sure he had some money squirreled away abroad somewhere.
"They've spent a lot of money over the last few years, looking for it. That's why Henry placed it all in my care. Anyone checking on where your money comes from will discover that it comes from me. Oh, and as I'm not connected with Johnson and Partners any more, they can't throw insider trading at us. And of course I've been on that bloody ship for the last six months."
+++++++++++++++++
So there we are. I'm now the Joint Chairman, Simon Johnson Associates. I leave Paul to run the American branch and keep my eyes on what goes on in Europe.
Both the Jordon brothers were made bankrupt and are banned from being directors of any company for ten years. Oh, they've tried to set things up a couple of times, but I had guys keeping a close eye on them.
Surprisingly, to my mind, Robert married Sally. I'm not sure but I think he thought Sally was going to get her hands on some of the money that I'm sure he suspected was coming my way. But as that had officially come into my possession after Sally and I were divorced, he had no bloody chance. And once they were married, I applied to the court to terminate her alimony arrangements. After that, they got nothing from me.
The marriage didn't last more than a year or so. I've got to be honest; I was sorry for the twins Sally had by him. I suppose they must have been getting together in the office for sex after I threw her out, as the guy I had watching Sally said they rarely met in the evenings. I doubted the bastard ever paid her maintenance after he left her.
You know these things go through your mind, I wondered exactly how many years Robert had been screwing Sally over his desk. But, she must have fallen pregnant pretty quickly after we separated. I saw her pushing a pram in Slough High Road, just a year after I kicked her out.
The last I heard of Robert, he was living in southern Spain somewhere, with the drug squad on his case. Southern Spain, Morocco, not far for a fast boat. I should imagine that's how Robert's mind was working. Well, that's why I tipped the drug squad off, anyway.
As for Tony, apparently he's driving buses around London. Not the nicest place to drive a bus. His wife divorced him after she received information about his little flat mate. No prizes for guessing who supplied her with that information. And of course Tony has his mother Martha living with him.
Do I feel any guilt about Martha losing her income from Jordon and Son's? Well, the question should really be did Martha feel any guilt about running around on Henry. You do tend to reap what you sow!
Sally, the last I'd heard, was living in a council flat in Slough. Living off the social, I should imagine. I don't know, perhaps she's hooking on the side. Sorry, that was uncalled for, but it's how I feel.
Things took off quite quickly once we got the ball rolling. Paul and I worked very well together. Well, we'd both been trained by experts; Henry Jordon trained me and Simon Johnson trained Paul. In the next few years, we swallowed other companies wholesale. Combining the two companies had made us a big multi-national. Paul and I have both stepped back a bit now and let the minions do most of the worrying.
Simon Johnson and his wife settled in England. He's got a nice estate next to mine. His daughter, Bea, and I kind of hang around together. No, we're not into getting hitched, and have no plans to. We've both been down that road once. Bea's on the board with Paul and I, and of course, Petra. We're all getting along just fine.
Yeah, Petra? Well, what did you expect? Paul's wife died in a road accident some year's back. After beating around the bush for a long time, he married Petra. Paul claims that she only married him because she got fed up with waiting for me to ask her.
So you might ask why am I living in this penthouse all on my own. Well, there's something missing in my life and has been since ... you know when. I kind-a live day to day. If an opportunity crops up to make a killing on the market, I'll grab it. But there's got to be more to life than making money.
+++++++++++++++++
Okay so now this social worker hands me a letter from Sally. I read through it quickly, then hit the intercom button on my desk.
"Colette, can you find out if Beatrice is in the building and ask her to come up here ASAP."
"Yes, Sir, I think she is in her office. I saw her earlier and I haven't seen her go out again."
Bea was at my door just a few minutes later. When she entered the room, I handed her the letter without saying anything. As Bea read it, she took in a few deep breathes that told me its contents had made her angry.
"The vicious vindictive little bitch. Did you have any idea?"
"Not the slightest."
"What are you going to do?"
"Come on, Bea. I have no choice in the matter." Turning my attention to June Parsons, I asked, "What hospital is Sally in?"
"Slough General."
"And what's the prognosis, do you know?"
"When I was there last evening, they didn't know. She had taken a cocktail of drugs. Just about everything she had in the house. They pumped her out but they have no idea how long she had been laying there. The doctor told me it would be sometime before they have any real idea."
"And the children?"
"I placed them with an emergency foster mother last night. She'll look after them today. I thought I'd ask you what you wanted to do. Oh, I have to take that note back. If she doesn't make it, the coroner will want to see it."



"No problem, run off a copy for me, Bea, and then give the original back to Miss Parsons here."
"Colette, get me the general manager of Slough Hospital ASAP." The intercom again.
Shortly the phone rang. "Hello! Yes, good, you know who I am then. I've got a question for you. How much is your hospital overspent this year. ---- Okay here's the deal. You have a patient in there by the name of Sally ... sorry, June, what name is Sally using?"
"The same as your name, Crawford," June Parson replied.
That was a surprise.
"Right, you have a patient by the name of Sally Crawford. A drug overdose case. If she survives, your hospital will receive a check from me for one million pounds. If she dies, you get squat. Do you understand? --- Good! I want no corners cut, no expense spared. Good bye."
"Surely they are doing all they can anyway," Bea commented.
"I don't trust these bloody bureaucrats running our hospitals nowadays. You hear too much about how they try to cut corners. I just wonder sometimes. Anyway flashing a million quid at them can't do any harm and I'm damn sure everything possible will be done for Sally now."
"Right. Now come on, let's go and collect my kids. I assume that's what you came here for in the first place, June."
"Well, Mrs Crawford claims that they're your children in that letter. I can see no harm in turning their care over to you for the time being at least. But you realise that, until a judge says otherwise, they are my responsibility."
"You needn't worry. They will be in good hands, and you can rely on me to keep you abreast of what is happening to them. With your permission we'll take them to my house near Swindon. There should be plenty there to keep them occupied until we find out how Sally is going to be. We can get up the motorway in an hour or so to visit her in the hospital."
"I'm pleased that you're thinking that way, Mr Crawford."
"Come on, we started this conversation with John and June. I'm sure the children will be more relaxed if we keep things that way."
The three of us made our way to the basement car park. Miss Parsons joined Bea and myself in the back of my limousine for the journey to Slough. We stopped at the hospital first to check on Sally. The doctors weren't too willing to commit themselves at what they termed as 'this early stage'.
Then June Parsons guided us to the foster home where the children were staying. Bea and I stayed in the car whilst she went in to speak to the children alone first. Ten minutes later she signalled for me to join her; Bea followed me inside.
"Kay and Heather, this is your Uncle John. He's going to look after you until your mother is feeling better," June told them.
We'd decided on the Uncle John bit, until we knew how Sally was going to be. And how the girls were going to take to me.
"Hi, girls, this is my friend Beatrice, you can call her Auntie Bea."
The two ten year olds were eyeing both Bea and myself with some suspicion.
"Until your mummy gets better, you are going to stay with your Uncle John at his home in the country. I think you'll like it there; he has horses you can ride and the house has its own swimming pool," Bea added.
"Where is our mother? Can we see her?" Kay asked.
"Is she going to die?" Heather added.
"Well, the doctors are doing their best to prevent that from happening," I volunteered. The girls were still looking distrustful. "We saw her a little while ago, but if you wish, we can stop at the hospital and you can see how hard they are working to make her well again."
"They might not let the children in to see her," June pointed out.
"They'll let these children in to see their mother, I assure you. Remember those pound signs," I replied.
We dropped June off at the station where she'd left her car when she'd travelled up to town to see me. Then we went on to the hospital. As I expected, the rules were bent to allow the girls into the ICU.
The girls didn't cry as I'd expected them to do. Actually they were a couple of tough little cookies. Oh, and Bea pointed out there was a distinct family resemblance to myself. At that point I decided to forget about the DNA tests I had planned.
The run down to Wiltshire was pretty quiet. Once they began to feel at home in the Limo, the girls played with just about everything. The idea that you could watch TV whilst travelling down the Motorway was novel to them.
It was as we turned off the Motorway that Heather turned to me and asked, "You're our father, aren't you?"
I could see no point in denying it. "Yes, I believe I am, but I have to tell you, I was unaware of that fact until today. If I had been, you would have seen a lot of me."
"We know. Mummy told us last week that she didn't tell you about us. We didn't know what she was planning to do, but she told us she had been very nasty to you and didn't tell you that you were our father. She said you believed her other husband was our dad," Heather continued.
"She was crying!" Kay added.
"That is true. Perhaps one day your mother will explain why she did what she did."
"Do you think she's going to get better then?" Kay asked
"Well, I certainly hope so."
"She doesn't want to get better. She wants to go to heaven." Heather said.
"I can't believe that, with two wonderful children like you," Bea replied.
"Mummy's tired. She works so hard and there's never enough money."
"Well, there is going to be now and she definitely won't be working anymore. There, see that little house?" The car was just entering the grounds of my estate. "When she gets better, I'm going to ask your mother if she would like to live in that house. You two will be able to ride horses here and swim in the pool up at the big house."
The two girl's eyes were open wide as they stared at the mansion the car had stopped in front of. The house staff came rushing down the steps to meet them. I knew that hurried preparations had been made for the girls' arrival. One of the guest rooms, with twin beds, had been made ready for them.
I think Bea and I were forgotten as the house staff fussed around the girls and whisked them away.
"Well, that's a turn up for the book," Bea said. "I wonder why she didn't tell you they were yours."
"Oh, Sally must have laid on quite a subterfuge to hide the fact from me that she was pregnant. You know, now I think about it, I think she must have been showing at that last meeting we had; when we signed the divorce papers. As I remember she was sitting at that table all kind of hunched over and she had a long coat on. I can remember thinking it was a very strange thing to wear on a nice day like that.
"I wonder why she hated me that much. After all, it was her that cheated on me. How else did she expect me to react when I found out she was sleeping with that arsehole?"
"You'll have to ask her. That's supposing she survives."
The children settled in very well, I thought. Getting fussed over by the house staff, they seemed to enjoy a lot. Every night I would tuck them up in bed and tell them a little more about their mother's and my life together. I stopped short of the last year.
+++++++++++++++++
It was two weeks later that I entered the room where Sally was sleeping. She'd woken in a compos mentis condition for the first time, the evening before.
I placed the letter she had left in her hand and waited for her to wake up.
I suppose I must have dozed while I waited. "Hello, John. I'm sorry!" was the first thing I heard her say. I looked over at her and saw she was staring at the letter in her hand.
"How are my girls?"
"They're fine. I left them in the swimming pool this morning. I can tell you they are wearing my staff out. They are two lovely girls, a real a credit to you. Bea is going to bring them here this afternoon."
"Thank you. I'm sorry I hid them from you. It was a silly thing that I did in anger. But once it was done, I couldn't think of a way to reverse it."
"Well, I couldn't think of a worse way than the one you chose."
"I'm sorry but I was desperate. You know I owe thousands of pounds that I just can't pay back. Robert left me with so many debts; he had me sign for everything. I think that's why he married me because he, as a bankrupt, couldn't get any credit."
"You have no debts now, Sally. I've cleared them all. And those sharks that you borrowed from are now out of business, permanently."
"Oh, you found out about them."
"That wasn't hard to do. They turned up at your flat demanding money whilst one of my staff was collecting the rest of the girls' things. He told them to come later, and, well, I think they got a bit of a surprise when they did. Rest assured they are never going to bother you again."
"Why are you being so nice to me? The last time you saw me, you...."
"That was a long time ago, Sally, and I was still hurting then. Now it's just an unhappy memory. Mind, I hurt a lot when I read your letter. I'm going to take a long time forgiving you for keeping my girls from me."
"I'm sorry. That's all I can say."
"Well, as far as the girls know, we are friends now. Tomorrow, if you agree, you are going to be moved to my house. I've got a couple of nurses lined up to look after you there. When you've fully recovered, you and the girls can live in one of the estate houses. That way I can see them often."
"You're not going to take the children from me?"
"I'm not going to take their mother away from my girls, no. They love you, possibly more than I did once. But I'll make sure you never take them away from me again."
"I'm sorry, that's all I keep saying. But I am truly sorry for all the stupid things I've done."
"There's one question that I've got to ask you, Sally. Why did you go with that bleeding creep in the first place?"
"Don't you think that's a question I've asked myself a thousand times over the last ten years? I'm not sure I have an answer. He worked on me very carefully over a long time. Oh, I know why he set out to do it. He told me when he realised the girls weren't his. That didn't take him long; they look so much like you.
"He said they couldn't sack you, something to do with their father's will. They were convinced that you had some of their father's money. They thought when you didn't have a job, you would use some of it to - I don't know - start a business of your own, I suppose. They had private detectives watching you all the time.
"Were they pissed off, when you went to Southampton and met up with Simon Johnson. Then a week later the company's four biggest contracts were cancelled; Johnson's amongst them. But you knew that was going to happen, didn't you? I think the bank foreclosing on them really took them by surprise. They hadn't expected that one.
"The next thing was the police turning up at the house. Did you know that Robert charged just about everything to the company? We had nothing, no house, car or anything. Robert and Tony were arrested for misuse of company funds. But I suspect you were behind all that."
"No, Sally, the forces of law moved along their own paths without any help from me. But Robert and Tony were on ridiculous salaries. What did they do with all their money?"
"I'm not sure. They both liked to play the stock market and Robert threw money around like water in the clubs. He wasn't averse to a little gambling as well. I think they'd squandered it all, when they came up with the idea of getting you out of the firm. They planned on you revealing where all the money was that they were convinced Henry had squirreled away."
"You still haven't explained why you went with the arsehole."
"Well, I was angry with you. You know Robert was very clever; he pulled the wool over my eyes. Every time you went away he'd make little comments. He'd let me overhear conversations that led me to believe you had girlfriends all over the place. It's hard to explain, but I'd hear him discussing with Tony expenses you'd put through for night clubs and things.
"Oh, I'm sure they were legitimate expenses. But it was the little asides he'd say to Tony on the phone; that I wasn't supposed to hear, but of course he made sure I did. You know, man talk; he'd say things like you had a new girl in New York or Rome, and you'd spent a lot money entertaining her.
"They had me convinced that when any trips came up, you wanted to go and meet up with your girlfriends."
"But if you thought I was running around on you why didn't you challenge me?"
"Because I couldn't bring myself to believe it. If I challenged you and you said it was true, what was I going to do then? I wasn't strong like you were. I don't think I could have walked away and divorced you. I would have been living in misery.
"But as time went on I was beginning to waver in that belief. And then that play came up. You knew I wanted you to take me to it. Well, Robert was sitting there when you called and said you were going to New York. He heard our conversation, and I was crying so he comforted me. Then he drove me home so I could get your bag and then to the airport.
"We didn't go back to work. Robert said I was too upset. We went down to The River at Sunnydale and sat there talking all afternoon. After that he took me for a meal and to the play that night. I think I must have had too much to drink. I know it's no excuse, but that night I went to bed with him. I'm sure I wouldn't have done it if I hadn't drunk so much. But that's easy to say now, isn't it.
"I was feeling very low and Robert made me feel good about myself that day. After all, my so-called loving husband had just flown off to meet his girlfriend. Well, so I thought!
"I still thought that until Robert walked out on me. He told me everything about how they set it up. If you hadn't come home that day, they had photographs of Robert and me together; they were going to send them to you anonymously.
"I knew it was wrong to sleep with Robert. And if it's any consolation to you, he was not very good in bed. Too selfish...."
"I don't want to know that, Sally."
"I'm sorry, but he was useless at just about everything, except hitting me. He got quite good at that towards the end. When you came back and found Robert and I together, I was angry. I'm not sure why but I felt you set me up. That bloody girl told me you weren't coming home until the Sunday. That bloody little tart...."
"Petra."
"Yes, Petra. I was sure she was your bit of stuff over there."
"Well, she wasn't!"
"Don't you think I realise that now? But I thought you set me up so that you could catch me and divorce me. That made me really angry. Oh, I suppose I was angry with myself really.
"I was going to tell you about the twins the day we signed the divorce papers. I had it planned. I'd sign the papers and then before you signed, I'd tell you about the babies. That way it wouldn't be as if I was using them to get you to change your mind and take me back. You'd have had the choice whether to sign them or not.
"But you were still angry with me. You know, I think that's when I really should have realised that you hadn't been cheating on me. If you had, you surely wouldn't have been so angry with me for doing the same thing. No, you called me a bloody slut or something and I lost my temper. I'm sorry."
"For god's sake, stop saying you're sorry. What's done is done and nothing can change it."
"Will you ever forgive me?"
"Forgive you, now that's a question. Possibly I might forgive you eventually, but there is no way I'm ever going to forget. But there are two lovely young ladies in this equation now, and I - or rather we - have to think of them. I will be civil to you at all times and I expect you to be civil in return. As far as the girls are concerned, you are their mother and I will be their loving father. Just don't bring your boyfriends around my house."
"There's never been any boyfriends and there never will be, ever."
"Ever is a long time, Sally!"
+++++++++++++++++
Sally recovered, after a fashion, and lived in the little house on the estate with the girls until they went to university. Cancer took her a couple of years ago now. I don't think she really had it in her to fight that hard. I'm convinced the drugs she took in that overdose left her with some permanent damage.
Bea and I married in the end. Do we love each other? Well, I don't think I love Beatrice in the same way I loved Sally. Bea and I are kind of soul mates. We're very fond of each other and we enjoy making love to each other. I suppose it is love but not the same kind of love.
The twins are grown and married now. They have children of their own. Bea has been designated grandma, a title I believe she thinks she's too young to hold.
Am I happy now? Yes and no! Wouldst that I could have lived my life out with the woman I loved. Now I can only put flowers on her grave.
Beatrice waits at the gate of the cemetery every Sunday whilst I do so.
Life goes on.
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Games People Play
I'm not sure when it started really. Jo and I had been married twelve years the previous Easter. Somewhere during those twelve years we'd started the old fantasy sex lark. You know, we'd dress up and pretend to be different people. I'd been everything from Tarzan to Robert Redford. Come on, this all happened a few years ago, before all these youngsters on the films today were even out of nappies. If it hadn't been so long ago, I doubt I would be able to talk about it now. Shit, it did my head in for a good few years.
Let's start at the beginning. I met Jo (Josephine) on a blind date. I hadn't been living in town that long at the time and some guy – Reg, his name was, I think - at work asked me to go on a double date with him. Apparently he'd been working on getting a date with this bird for sometime, but she'd only go out with him if he brought a mug along for her roommate.
Oh, I termed myself a mug on this one. I'd been conned into blind dates a few times before in my life. Shit, on every one of them the bird I'd been lumbered with had turned out to be either a dog, or a bleeding nut-case.
You know, once I had spent a whole evening with some bird who was a bloody born again Christian, I couldn't get away from her. I was climbing the bleeding walls by the time I got home that night. And I had to hide out for the next couple of weeks until she gave up on the idea of saving me and found some other mug to pester.
Anyway, Reg (I'm sure that was his name) and I met these two girls in a local pub. I've got to admit Jo was definitely not what I had been expecting. Reg's girl was a real plain Jane next to Jo. But it turned out Jo was very shy. Bloody hell, by the end of the evening I counted myself lucky she'd let me hold her hand.
No word of a lie man, it was my fifth date with her before I got my first proper kiss. Damn, that was something new for me; normally I'd be looking for at least a blow job by the third date. There I was four dates in; a good few pounds out of pocket and all I'd got was a peck on the cheek for my trouble. As I say, on our fifth date Jo deigned to give me a proper kiss.
You know, I really was wondering why I was still hanging around. Hey, I wasn't a bad looking bloke and I'd had no trouble with girls before Jo. I usually reckoned to have them in bed by the forth or fifth date at the latest. Well, there could only be one explanation, and of course that was, I'd fallen in love with the girl. Not something I'd planned.
Looking back on it now, I think I finally realise what the attraction to Jo was. I'm damned sure it was her complete unadulterated naivety. Jokes about sex went completely over her head and Jo saw evil in no one. How the hell she'd gotten through life up to the point where she met me without losing her cherry, I'll never be able to understand. I can only put it down to her shyness that kept her safe.
Anyway, very quickly my whole life changed until it revolved around Jo. She dragged me down to meet her family after we'd been dating for about four months. Oh, God, her father turned out to be a Methodist preacher and her mother... No, lets leave her mother out of it for the time being. Jo's older brother was a bloody poof, if ever I saw one. And somewhere or the other, there was a younger sister, but no one seemed to want to talk about her.
It also could be that her father's devotion to religion caused the strange trust that Jo put in the funniest people. Well, she went out with me, didn't she? Jo seemed to think that if anyone said they were or were not going to do something, then their word was set in stone. That was to prove her, or rather my, downfall.
Well, I'm a normal guy, I think. I don't really trust any bugger, and I also lose my temper a little on the quick side. And if I get worked up about something, I've been known to cut off my own nose to spite my face, on more than one occasion.
Right, ten months into the relationship we were engaged. No, that wasn't in my master plan. I was only twenty-one at the time, and after seeing the mess some of my mates had made of their lives, I had no intention of even thinking of getting tied down until I was at least twenty-five, and that was supposed to be my starting gate.
The net result was, twelve months after I met Jo, I walked her up the aisle. Her dad did the honours and the Poof gave her away. Oh and I clapped eyes on Morning Star, actually Tammy, Jo's younger sister for the first time as well.
Tammy or Morning Star as she liked to be called, was what has become known in the last few years as 'a new age traveller'. That boils down to living in a tatty old van, smoking pot and living off government handouts most of the time. Oh, and she invited me into her van to join her for, as she put it 'some way out shit and a good shag' at the wedding reception.
Yeah, and I'm likely to take her up on that at my own wedding day. Christ knows what I could have picked up from her. Mind I might have been tempted in my younger days before I'd met her sister. She wasn't a bad looking girl, if you could get passed that unwashed look.
Jo and I lashed out on a nice little town house. And I think we were very happy together for the first few years. That was when her Ma and Pa weren't about. They had a nasty habit of coming to visit and I really couldn't stomach the Dragon for long.
Things got really iffy for a while when her father was transferred to our town. Because the Dragon would visit her daughter – well, it seemed to me to be - every bleeding day. But luckily for me she would disappear quite quickly when I showed up.
The bleeding Poof used to come around as well for a while. He still lived at home with his mum and dad. I don't think the little shit ever had a proper job, outside hanging around Piccadilly Circus in London that is. I think that's where he earned most of his pocket money. He stopped coming around to our house after he brought his boyfriend along with him one day. The guy felt my arse up in the kitchen, and then the ambulance took him to the hospital. Enough said on that one.
Anyway, when we were on our own, Jo and I got along just great. Once we where married and she tried sex, Jo found she really enjoyed it. I'm not quite sure where or when she got her hands on her copy of the Kama Sutra but she insisted we work our way through every position listed and a couple of others she thought up all by herself. Well, I hope she did!
Hey, with an empty house Jo was ready for it, anytime, anywhere. I drew the line at the greenhouse though, but she made sure we did it there at least once. Late at night, in the dark, at my insistence.
When I got a new company car, Jo insisted we christen it. Front seat, back seat, on the bonnet (hood) and over the boot (trunk). I'm damn sure if the garage roof had been high enough; she'd have had us try on top of the car as well. The net result of all this shagging was that I was a very happy man. Even when her parents called round, I knew that I was going to be fucked to exhaustion once they had left. It was Jo's way of thanking me for putting up with them.
Now as I said, somewhere along the line we started the role playing games. It started out with me, pretending to be this or that actor. Then Jo started dressing up as different actresses from particular roles in films. Yeah, that one and that one. Mind you, I made sure there were no ice picks in the house, just in case. Anyone seen the sequel to that one yet?
Anyway that was soon followed by us pretending that we didn't know each other. That game actually started off when we were on holiday. Jo was waiting in the bar of the hotel for me whilst I ran some stuff up to our room.
When I joined her in the bar, she acted as if she didn't know me. I soon figured out what game she was playing and did the old chatting up bit. Jo enjoyed that game and after that, she played all her different female characters whilst I picked her up in hotel bars.
One day she decided it would be fun to turn the tables and she played a hooker trying to pick me up. We sat there discussing her prices and what she would and wouldn't do. Oh, there weren't very many wouldn'ts. Then we got up to our room and she tried to kill me with sex.
All right, our married life was going along just nicely. Well, I thought it was, next to what I heard most of my mates saying, that is. Jo never had headaches and she became very inventive at the time of the month, most guys would term as the wrong time of the month. Look, I got my rocks off more than once everyday of our married life.
Now you might ask what went wrong, because you know that all good things must came to an end. Well, it was a few months after some new neighbours, the Crosener's moved in a couple of doors away. They were great folks, about the same age as us.
Martin worked in the city somewhere and earned a damn sight more than I did. Kirsty was one fine looking piece of work. She worked in one of the local banks. Oh, I didn't say - Jo worked in a bank as well, but a different one.
Anyway the four of us got on great together to start with. Soon we were going out for meals and were around each other's houses for Bar-B-Q's or even just for the odd drink or two several nights each week. We all flirted with each other nearly all the time. I thought it was just a game everyone was playing, but then things turned a bit funny and I began to believe the game was over.
We'd taken to going dancing together on Saturday nights and it was on one particular Saturday night that I can put my finger on things really started to go wrong.
The two girls were dancing together whilst Martin and I drank our pints and chewed the fat.
Suddenly Martin, whilst watching the girls, said to me, "You know, Ralph, you've got one fine sexy lady there!"
I agreed with him and returned the same complement on his own wife.
"I'll bet she's a killer in bed," was the next statement to come from his mouth and if I'd had my head screwed on right I'd have told him that it was none of his bleeding business. But I'd had a couple of drinks by then and I was proud of my wife and her sexy ways.
"Almost more then I can handle some nights," I replied.
"Kirsty's bloody good in bed as well. She's tried to kill me on occasions."
After that the subject was dropped for a while and we talked of other things. But apparently Martin hadn't finished with the subject. Later he suddenly asked me if I'd ever thought of wife swapping. I told him plainly that that was one pastime I was not the slightest bit interested in.
Look, I'm not as dumb as I look. Kirsty was one sexy looking babe, and I know I'd have had the time of my life with her. But I've got no illusions that I'm a bloody Casanova or anything. Jo, once she had got over her shyness with me in bed, had turned into the greatest lover I'd ever known. Sex was her favourite pastime and I enjoyed it just as much as she did.
But, whereas I had, shall we say, sown a good few wild oats before we were married and I knew what kind of a prize I had, Jo was a virgin when we walked up the aisle. It could be that if Jo spent some time with a different lover, she could find him better than I was. Then I would be in Shit Street.
Martin let the subject drop again. It was while Jo and I were doing our callisthenics in bed that night that she suddenly said to me, "You know, Kirsty asked me a strange question tonight."
Now as I said, I'm not fucking dumb. I knew full well what Jo was going to say next! But, I had to ask. "Oh, what was that, dear?"
"She asked me if I thought that Martin was sexy."
"And you said?"
"I said I thought he was quite handsome. But not as handsome as you."
Oh yeah, and I believed she added the last part; I've got no illusions about my looks.
"And what else did Kirsty say?"
"Um, well, she said she liked you a lot and asked me if you were good in bed. Of course I told her you were good anywhere, when it comes to that. You know Kirsty and Martin don't have sex as often as we do or in as many different places."
"Jesus Christ, girl, you weren't discussing our sex life with Kirsty where you?"
"Oh, Kirsty and I are always talking about sex. You know she wasn't a virgin like I was when they got married. Kirsty had lots of lovers before she took up with Martin and I get the feeling she's had a couple since she's been married to Martin as well."

"Oh, I'll bet she has!"
"What do you mean by that? You like Kirsty, don't you? You're always flirting with her!"
"The same way that you flirt with Martin, but that doesn't mean I would want to do anything other than flirt. Kirsty's a pretty girl, but she's not my wife."
"So you do like her?"
"Look, where is this going, Jo? Just what are you leading up to here?"
Jo looked at me for a couple of moments, then she blurted out, "Kirsty wanted to know whether we could swap partners one evening. I was just wondering what you thought about the idea?"
"Well, what did you think of the idea, Jo?"
I had a nasty feeling that I knew what her answer was going to be.
"Well, I didn't know what to answer her. You know I was a virgin when we married. I love having sex with you, but sometimes I do wonder what being with a different man would be like."
"I thought that was the point of the games we play. I behave like different people. Sometimes I'm all lovey dovey to you and sometimes I treat you like a slut. You know which you prefer. And most of the time that's the part I play."
"I know you play all those different characters, but it's not really the same as being with a different person, is it. You are still you. You know when you make love to me or fuck me, it's still you and me. I just wonder sometimes what it would be like to have someone completely different make love to me. You could make love to Kirsty at the same time."
"But what if I don't want to make love to Kirsty. I've got all I want in you and I don't want any other woman."
"Oh, I see. All right, I'll tell Kirsty you don't think it's a good idea."
"Look, I've got to say this, Jo. I haven't liked this conversation or what you've said to me this evening. I don't think I want to be friends with Martin and Kirsty anymore, and I'd like you to break off your friendship with them as well."
"Don't be silly, Ralph. Martin and Kirsty are our best friends. We can't break off a friendship just like that."
"We can if I think that that friendship is all about Martin getting you into his bed. And that is what I think it is! I've never really had anything in common with him. He's a bloody yuppie pen pusher, whilst I'm just a grease monkey from the local garage to him. I should have suspected something when they became so keen on becoming friends with us."
"Oh, you're being really silly now. Kirsty is my best friend and there is no way I'm going to break off my friendship with her. Once I tell her we're not interested in swapping, she'll never mention it again."
"Yeah, I can see that happening. I think Marty wants into your knickers and I doubt anything will stop him trying."
"Why do you always think the worst of people? Kirsty and Marty just asked. You've... we've said no so I doubt the subject will ever come up again."
Well, I won't go into the rest of the verbal exchange we had that evening. I think from what I've told you already that you can imagine how it went. Needless to say the sex between us was over for that night and there was a bit of an atmosphere for the next couple of days. Jo warmed up in bed the following night but outside bed we hardly spoke.
Oh, by the way I'm not a grease monkey down at the local garage. I'm the workshop manager of a main agent for a well-known Scandinavian Truck and Bus manufacturer.
I was not sure if Jo was still meeting Kirsty during their lunch hours at work, as had become her habit. But we didn't see the Crosener's in the evenings anymore.
The following Saturday night Jo and I went to the cinema after having a nice meal. To be honest, it was nice just Jo and I together like we had been before the Crosener's moved in.
I suppose it was a month later, Jo decided we should have a party to celebrate my birthday. To start with I thought she was trying to get into my good books after our little set to over the Crosener's. But that was before I saw the guest list she'd drawn-up - oh, and I didn't see it until after she'd sent the invitations out. Besides her parents and her bleeding bent brother and his "partner", there were all the neighbours. And of course that included the Crosener's. Jo said that the other neighbours would think it funny if we didn't invite them. I thought she was trying to build bridges. She hated it when I fell out with anyone. Oh, I'm pretty good at falling out with people!
Did I make comment on the guest list? Foolishly, no I didn't. I was too busy trying to build bridges with the woman I loved. I thought, 'swallow your pride, Ralphey, my boy, and try to put up with them all.'
For most of the evening I think I did a pretty good job. Mind you, I did hit the old source a bit harder than usual. Christ, I even danced with the Dragon once. Luckily they didn't stay late, Jo's father had to get home to prepare for chapel the following day. Mind I've got to say, he did actually have a drink that was a first to my knowledge.
Martin and Kirsty were being very helpful. I noted Martin was running the bar for most of the evening. Now that should have made me a little suspicious, but the alarm bells didn't really start ringing until Kirsty brought me a drink. My source of choice is rum; not any rum, but Hicks Special as supplied by our local brewery. Now this stuff is 125% proof and I tend to drink more of it than is really good for me. Well, stupidly I had that night.
The point I'm about to make is that I know the stuff better than I knew my Mother's milk when I was a baby. Kirsty stood there as I took a sip and I bloody well knew that it had something in it. I looked across at Jo and she was smiling at me.
At that moment my whole outlook changed. I just knew in my own mind what was going on. I was being drugged and my wife was in on it. I knew that Jo was planning on getting shagged by Martin Crosener that night.
Right, I thought, in my drunken state, you want to shag the wanker, you can shag him. Come on, I told you I'm pretty good at cutting my own nose off. But you're gonna shag your way out of this marriage, you cheating bitch. I wondered how many times she'd been shagged by Crosener in the past. You know we weren't together all the time.
Now as I said, I'd put a few away that night and maybe I wasn't thinking straight. I know it was pretty easy for me to be clumsy and to spill almost all the rum without it being obvious that I had done it on purpose.
"Oh, dear, I'll get you another one," Kirsty said and went to return to the bar.
"No, leave it for a minute, Kirsty. Let's have a dance," I said, then I threw my arms around her.
I tried to make quite a good job of looking pissed out of my brains, as we swayed around the little dance floor. I think she bought it as well. When the dance was over, I told her I was switching to drinking Cokes as I was feeling the drink a bit and then she went off to get me one.
Coke, shit! I hate the stuff, but I did know that's what Kirsty was drinking. You see I had a plan. Isn't it strange? Get a few drinks down you and the most stupid hair brained ideas sound like brilliant ideas? I intended switching my drink for Kirsty's, then I'd behave like I was out really of it and eventually pass out. Kirsty had been drinking quite well earlier in the evening and she had a habit of falling asleep when she'd had too many anyway. So if I were lucky, Martin wouldn't realise what I'd done.



I figured he and Jo were planning on getting together when everyone else had gone home. Well, were they going to be in for a surprise! I figured I'd let them get started and then I was going to break their little private party up in a big way.
You know, the works. I'd kick his arse for him and throw him out of the house, then I'd throw Jo out on her arse behind him. Well, then, if Kirsty was passed out somewhere, I'd fuck the arse off her and then she could follow the other two out the door.
Good plan. Well, not really, but I'd had a hell of a lot to drink that night. So it sure sounded good to me at the time and I definitely wasn't thinking of the consequences. Come on, I was pissed out of my bloody head. Hey, invading Iraq would have sounded like a good idea that night to me, in the state I was in.
Switching my drugged Coke with Kirsty's was easier than I thought it would be. I was damned sure Martin had drugged the Coke, as it seemed to me that it took him a long time to pour it. Anyway half an hour later Kirsty and I are sitting on the couch when she goes out like a bloody light. I, of course to all but someone looking very closely, appeared to do the same.
For the next hour or so I played possum. Jo came over and shook me when folks started leaving but I was apparently dead to the world. By two AM, there were just the four of us. Martin and Jo were clearing up and I watched them through half closed eyes.

Jo had been drinking quite well that evening but it appeared to have only slightly affected her. Once most of the clearing up was done I heard Martin and Jo talking.
"Come on, Jo. This is the best chance we'll ever have. Ralph's out for the count; he won't be getting it up tonight. And Kirsty's told me how much you like it."
"No, Martin, it wouldn't be right. If Ralph had said he didn't mind, I would love to do it, but Ralph's dead against it. He wasn't even interested in sleeping with Kirsty."
"Look, they are both out cold we could put them in bed together and Ralph would think he'd shagged Kirsty anyway."
I was beginning to think I'd got it all wrong. But then Martin said, if she wouldn't sleep with him perhaps she'd at least dance with him. He'd been running the bar all night and he'd missed out on dancing with her.
Martin put the music back on and I watched them dance a slow dance together. Whilst they were dancing, I could see Martin's hands going to places they shouldn't really be going. But Jo didn't seem to be doing anything about it.
Shit, if I'd had any sense, I would have pretended to wake up at this point. But the booze was doing my thinking for me. I knew Jo and her little games, how she played hard to get sometimes. I was sure this was one of her games she was playing with Martin. And if she was planning to cheat on me with him I was bloody sure that I was going to catch her at it.
"God, will you look at the state of this room? I can't leave it like this." Jo said as they finished dancing. "And what are you going to do about Kirsty? You can't carry her home in that condition. I know. We'll put her in the spare room and you can collect her in the morning."
"Thanks," Martin said, "but you surely don't intend to really clear up tonight, do you? You look like you're worn out."
"Oh, I would hate getting up to this mess in the morning. I'll have to do it tonight."
"I know there's some Red Bull's behind the bar; they are supposed to put some energy into you. Why don't we both have one and then I'll help you finish the clearing up properly after we put the two sleepy heads to bed." Martin said as he headed for the bar again.
I'm not sure what happened then, I think I must have dozed a bit because the next I remember Jo and Martin were sitting in the armchairs drinking what I assumed was their Red Bulls. I remember thinking that maybe I'd got Jo wrong and she wasn't going to let Martin fuck her.
But then they were suddenly gone. Shit, I must have dozed off again. Bugger, Kirsty was no longer leaning against me; she was gone. Wide awake then, I looked around the room. Kirsty wasn't there; they must have taken her up to the spare room.
But why couldn't I hear them coming back down to get me. Oh, shit, I was right; Jo was going to let Martin shag her. I went to get up, but for some reason I felt very weak and had difficulty standing.
Shit, that drink of Kirsty's must have been drugged as well. My mind was awake and very sober now, but I felt so weak it was an effort to get my arms and legs to work. I staggered to the lounge door, stubbing my toe in the process. Jo must have removed my shoes, she knows they make my feet ache. Shit, what was I thinking; I could hear them upstairs now and I'm thinking about my bloody shoes.
With great difficulty, I started to climb the stairs and that's when I started to hear what they were saying.
"No! Get off me, you bastard! I told you, only if Ralph agrees and he doesn't."
"Come on, you little prick teaser; I know you like it. Kirsty has told me how you and Ralph are shagging all the time."
"That's completely different, Ralph's my husband and I love him."
"You'll love me once you feel this inside you, you little nymph."
'Holy shit! Martin was going to rape her if I don't get there quickly.' I thought as I tried to struggle up the stairs, but it was like trying to climb Mount Everest.
I could hear them fighting. Jo was shouting, "No! No!" and Martin was telling her she was going to love it once he got his cock in her.
After what seemed like an age I was at the top of the stairs. They were in the spare room and I got to the door as soon as I could. Jo was half on and half off the bed, her clothes ripped to shreds and Martin was fucking her like his life depended on it.
Jo was still screaming, "No" and trying to fight her way out from under him. But Martin was much larger and stronger than she was.
Summoning all the strength I could muster, I lunged at Martin. Neither of them were apparently aware of my presence. The most I could do was fall on top of him; I managed to force my right arm around the front of his throat and grabbing my right hand with the left I pulled back as hard as I could.
The next I remember I was lying on the floor with Martin on his back on top of me. I was still pulling at my right hand with all the strength I could muster. Martin flailed his arms and legs about for a while and then went limp. At that point, I must have passed out as the next thing I knew I was waking in hospital.
A very battered looking Jo was sitting by my bed and a man in a police uniform was standing by the door.
"Are you all right, Ralph?" Jo asked.
Okay, you tell me what I was supposed to say to her now. The woman I loved. The woman who had been raped because I thought I was going to be clever and catch her cheating on me. What would you say to her?
++++++++++++++++
Martin had died; I'd strangled him. I was charged with manslaughter but the Judge threw it out almost before the case began. He said I was under the influence of drugs that Martin had administered and I was not in control of my faculties. So he ordered the jury to find me not guilty. I was told later that the only reason the charge was brought was so that I wouldn't have the thought of it hanging over me. You know, double jeopardy.
Kirsty well, she was very ill. Martin had drugged her drink, but with a different concoction to the one he'd planned to use on me. She'd drunk half her drink and had topped up her glass again by the time I'd switched them. The combination of the two made her very ill and she almost didn't make it.
Jo and just about everyone else thinks I was a bloody hero that night. But I knew that Jo was basically so naïve that she wouldn't have suspected Marty would really try anything once she had said no. I'm damned sure not even Kirsty knew about Marty's plans that evening, she definitely didn't know about the drugs Marty was playing with.
I know in my own mind, that when I should have been on top of the situation. I was drinking too bloody much and playing stupid games, when I should have been ready to kick Marty's arse for him the moment he stepped out of line. I've had a bloody hard time living with that knowledge.
Life goes on.
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Someone to Watch Over Me.
Damn it, I really should have seen it coming. You know with a bit of foresight it should have been obvious to me, like two trains racing towards each other on the same track. But maybe I wasn't looking hard enough; well, at least I wasn't thinking things out that well. And I suppose I could use the excuse that one train was hiding in a tunnel. But all the warning signs were there if I'd only looked hard enough for them. But I was kinda besotted with the girl so when that other train came roaring out of that bleeding tunnel, I just had no idea what was coming.
Okay, enough of the bleeding metaphors; let's get down to brass tacks. All through my school life they must have been there. Well, they were there but you kinda didn't notice that there was two of them. Them - that's it! They weren't two people really; they were a single entity. Mercedes Clough and Porticia Rowan; two girls, one personality.
As I remember, all through school they were referred to as 'the twins'. They dressed alike and spoke alike. Their hair was styled the same. Shit, they were like a pair of twins, but they were not related. But they might as well have been joined at the hip.
Now don't get the idea that they were stand-offish or anything. Once they were in their teens, they dated boys all the time. The only problem there was that they only double dated. If a guy fancied one of them, he not only had to get her attention; he had to find a suitable date for the other one.
I must admit I liked the look of both of them. But I never did get to know either of them well; I couldn't be bothered to play the silly double date game. Shit, a guy would be running around for weeks trying to find the suitable candidate that the girls would find acceptable to make up the foursome. I learnt at a young age that the girls could be bloody choosy when they wanted to be and from what I heard the girls wanted to be. It was probably all a game to them.
Anyway, the problem never came up for me really, because when I was sixteen, my old man talked my Uncle Harry into taking me as an apprentice builder. That was my old man all over, "Get yourself an apprenticeship boy; you'll have a job for life." The only problem with that bloody apprenticeship was that I had to go and live with my Uncle Harry and Auntie Mavis in London.
Cor London, the big city and bright lights! Like fuck! We lived in the suburbs and most of my Uncle Harry's and my work was out in the suburbs as well. I had one day and one evening a week at a technical college, also in the suburbs. Uncle Harry wanted blood for his money so by the time I got home at night, I was so knackered; travelling up into town wasn't an option.
Add to that, Uncle Harry was a bleeding workaholic. Hold on, a correction there. He was under the impression I was a bleeding workaholic. He always had little jobs laid on for the weekends. "You missed a day's work during the week to go to college; you can make it up on the weekends, boy." So my planned monthly weekend trips home soon became bi-monthly then tri-monthly. You get the idea; I got home three times the first year, and besides Christmas once the second year. By the end of the third year my dog had started growling at the stranger when I walked in the door of my parents' home. And there was a bloody lodger sleeping in my room. I had to share my little brother's room.
Apprenticeship over, I decided I'd had enough of working for Uncle Harry. I really don't think he was too pleased when I took my leave. Bollocks to him, the old bugger had got his money's worth out of me.
Home wasn't home anymore for me, if you get my drift. I'd managed to save a lot of the meagre salary Uncle Harry had paid me over the years; so I had enough in the bank to allow me to put a security deposit down and rent a little flat of my own back in my home town.
Work wasn't a problem either; I had my papers, and I was soon on the books of one of the local firms. The work was hard, but at least the money was spectacular after what Uncle Harry had been paying me. Builders who really knew what they were doing were not exactly rare, but were a bit thin on the ground back then. Well, young ones were.
Before I realised what was happening I was working on a site of about fifty new houses. Once that site was finished, I was offered job by a smaller builder, on a barn conversion. It was a small job, only about six of us on the site and the owner was around most days.
The boss and I were studying the plans one day over a cup of tea and I just happened to mention that the way the architect had planned things, there was going to be a bleeding great blank area of wall on the front of the building. I just said that if it was my place I'd make some changes that I thought would make the place look better.
The boss pushed the artist's impression drawing of the finished house at me and said show me. So I roughly sketched in the changes I thought would be improvements. Later that day I was called into the little shed we were using as a site office. There I found the Boss, the owner of the house and the architect. After some strong words were exchanged between the architect and the owner my changes were added to the plan.
It was on the day we handed the newly converted house over, that the architect came over to me. "Son, you're in the wrong business. You should have been a bloody architect or a ruddy designer at least. You've got an eye for design."
A couple of weeks later I signed up on a part time college course, learning to be an architect. I still worked on the building sites to earn the money to support my studies but I was heading into the design side of the business.
It was in the college library that I first saw her. I'd just sat down at one of the large tables, to look up some references in a book, when a young lady the other side of the table looked up from the book she was reading and our eyes found each other's for a brief moment. She gave me a wonderful smile and returned to reading her book. The face was familiar but I couldn't place it.
I kinda sat there confused and stared at her. Well, she was a very good-looking young woman. Some minutes later she looked over at me again. I quickly looked down at the book I was studying. Trying to pretend I hadn't been staring at her.
Out of the corner of my eye, I was aware of her getting up from the table and walking around it until she was standing beside me. Embarrassed that she'd seen me watching her, I didn't raise my head and pretended to be lost in the book before me. The young lady reached out and, rotating my book through 180 degrees she said, "You'll find it easier to read, Roger, if it is the right way up!"
I looked up at her.
"You don't recognise me, do you, Roger? -- Mercedes, Mercedes Clough!"
"Crikey, Dee you've changed some!"
"Do I take that as a complement?"
"Of course you do, but where's Tish?" I added looking around.
"Porticia's in the States doing an internship. We're both supposed to be on a gap year from Uni. We got placements together in the states for the year, but mine blew out on me."
"And Tish went on her own? You two do everything together."
"Well, normally we do but it was too good an opportunity for her to pass up."
"When did she go?"
"About a month or so back, I thought I'd spend the year brushing up my Spanish. So I signed on here."
Mercedes, or Dee as she had always been known as at school, and I talked for a while until the librarian came over and told us to be quiet. Then we adjourned to the refectory. By the time she had to go to her class we'd made a date for that evening. Well, kind of. I was driving her home from college in my van that night. As I was doing some private work on the side, I'd bought myself an old van to carry all my gear around in.
I did wonder what her folks thought when my tatty old van with ladders on the top pulled up outside their upmarket house that evening. Dee and I sat in the van for some time; chatting about school days and the like. In the end I asked her to go out with me the following evening. It could be that I should have picked up something in her reply; with hindsight I think I should have.
"That would be nice, Roger. I haven't been out since Tish went away."
I arrived at her house about seven-thirty that Friday evening. The door was opened by her father who looked me over like I was something the cat had dragged in and the expression on his face when he looked at my van was something I can't describe.
I was shown into the lounge where Dee's mother and her younger sister were sitting, to wait until Dee was ready. Dee's mother was very pleasant and so was her sister, I remembered Dee's sister Estelle from school. To be honest I think I got the old swooning looks from her.
It struck me that Dee's father didn't like me. This is not an uncommon attitude for a father to take; after all, he was young once and knew how most young guys' minds worked. Standard fatherly protective behaviour, if you ask me.
When Dee entered the room, my jaw dropped. Remember I'd known Dee since she was a little kid. The day before I was struck by her pleasant face and nice figure. But there was no way that I was prepared for the woman that walked into the lounge that evening.
Was it Bobby Vee who sang "Poetry In Motion"? Well there it was, standing before me! I think my heart stopped beating for a moment. Well, I definitely remember I found that speech was impossible for quite some time.
That evening we went to a local night-spot; nothing flashy, just a pub that had live music and dance floor (of sorts). Although we did dance a few times, Dee and I spent most of the evening talking. Don't, for Christ sake, ask me what we talked about, because I haven't got the slightest recollection. I can just tell you that whenever we got together we were talking most of the time. No matter what the subject we appeared to agree on just about everything.
That is except one: Porticia. I had no interest in Porticia at all, although I feigned interest to keep Dee happy. It was clear to me that she had been missing her almost lifelong companion and I suppose it was really understandable. I just wished I'd understood at the time, that Porticia was the other train I was talking about, hiding in that bloody tunnel.
Well, that first date and the little kiss I got at the end of it; led to a second and third date, following in quick succession. By the end if the month, Mercedes and I had become an item. When we weren't either at college or working, we were together.
I would find Dee waiting by my van when I came out of my evening college classes and on the days I was at college she would meet me for lunch. To be honest I was besotted with her and, from what she said and how she behaved, I thought she was besotted with me.
Dee joined me in my bed for the first time after we'd been together about three months. For some reason she couldn't use the pill so we had to resort to other means of protection against her becoming pregnant. I've got to say it kind of took the edge off the moment and spoiled the mood a little. Consequently we didn't get to actual intercourse very often. We found other ways to satisfy our desires.
I knew that Dee was writing to and receiving letters from Tish all the time, but I didn't know the effect they were having on our relationship. Dee's sexual..., damn, how can I put it? Dee's sexual preferences and what she wanted or was willing to try out, slowly changed over time. I don't know why it didn't strike me as strange at the time.
When we first got in bed together in early December, Dee wanted nothing to do with oral sex. But about February time Dee suddenly wanted to try it. For someone who thought giving head was dirty, she soon turned into an enthusiastic expert. And where she had refused to let me go down on her, she was then begging me not to stop.
It was just after Easter that she suddenly mentioned anal sex. As I said, we rarely had intercourse, but as we were going through the palaver of putting the rubber on one night she asked me if I would like to take her anal cherry. I'll be honest - I'd never even thought about it before, but it was apparent Dee had as she had a tube of lubricant in her bag. She found she enjoyed it and as I can't say I didn't, anal intercourse became our norm when we were at my flat.
Right after the anal intercourse incident, Dee started talking about getting engaged. No, that's silly; we both had been talking about it for some time but it was around that time we started talking seriously about getting engaged and getting married. I brought her a ring in late July and we planned to get married right after she took her finals at university the following summer.
Dee's mother was over the moon at our plans. Her father wasn't as enthusiastic. I think he thought his daughter could do better than a bloody builder, as I heard him say on more than one occasion when he thought I was out of earshot. Estelle told me straight, she wanted me to drop Dee and marry her instead.
It was early August when Porticia returned from the States. She had her American boyfriend in tow and, I've got to say, I didn't like the geezer from the start. To my mind, he was everything that I didn't like in Yanks all rolled into one. He was a brash know-it-all, who was forever bragging about himself and how clever he was.
Now don't get the idea that I don't like Americans. I've got some good friends from over the water. There was an American air base near our town and I'd grown up with a lot of American friends. My first proper girlfriend, that I'd had whilst still at school, had come from Chicago.
No, like all nationalities, amongst them are the ones that give all a bad name. George Greenlake was one of those. Whilst he was in the country, he stayed at Porticia's parents' house. Of course there was no way that the Rowan's were going to let him and Porticia share a bed, as they had apparently been doing whilst Porticia was over there in America.
Porticia and George had only been in the country a couple of days and I hadn't met either of them yet. I came home from work one evening to find Dee sitting in the kitchen of my flat; she'd had her own key for some time. There were three coffee cups on the table, which I gave a cursory glance to as I took Dee into me arms and kissed her. I told her I wouldn't be a couple of minutes changing and then we'd go out and eat.
"You can't go in there yet!" Dee blurted out. I looked at her. "Tish and George are using our bed."
"Like fuck they are!" A very apt statement on my part actually. But I'm one of those people who believe in the old adage 'An Englishman's home is his Castle' and in my home the most personal item of furniture is my bleeding bed. This probably goes back to me returning to my parent's house from Uncle Harry's and finding a lodger sleeping in my bed.
I think they must have heard my outburst, which I won't repeat here, because it was only a couple of minutes later that Porticia and George entered the kitchen still in the throes of getting dressed. For all their apologies, they didn't change the sheets or even make the bed.
Dee assured me that they didn't ask her permission to use my/our bed. We were so close by then that everything was referred to as ours. From the way George and Porticia behaved I've always believed Dee on that one. They acted as if they were the most important people in the world.
Whilst George was in the country, the four of us hung around together, although Porticia borrowed her father's car most of the time as there were only three seats in the front of my van. Not that Porticia wanted to lower herself to ride in it anyway. I steadfastly refused to ride in Porticia's father's car, because once they were away from her house, George was doing the driving. Dee always rode with me.
I've got to say, that it was with some sick amusement that I watched him drive out of a pub car park one evening, straight into the front of a bus. I was sounding my horn and I think that was why the bus driver managed to bring the bus to a standstill before George drove into it. So there wasn't too much damage. George had tried to drive along the wrong side of the road, a common mistake for foreigners to make.
As I had surmised, George was not insured to drive the car and wasn't in possession of an international licence, although the police appeared happy to accept his American licence. Once Porticia's father arrived at the scene I took Dee home. I don't know what ramifications there were to the incident. George flew home the following weekend.
September was on us before we really knew what was happening. Suddenly my tatty old van took on a new significance. Both Tish and Dee had to get all of their gear to the flat they were sharing at Uni. Suddenly Porticia was quite happy to travel in my van once all her junk was staked in the back along with Dee's.
Porticia was on the "not favourite daughter list" with her father, after he discovered his new Saab buried in the front of that bus. So he hadn't volunteered to drive her up.
All too soon the girls were gone. Not that I cared a toss about Tish being away again, but I was soon missing Dee. Hey, I wasn't the only one missing her. In all the time we'd been going out together, I'd been invited to Dee's house for a meal once. And I really think that was only because I needed to ask her father for her hand in marriage officially.
The week after the girls' left, Dee's mother called me and invited me to Sunday lunch. As I've said, I appeared to get on just fine with Dee's mother and her sister who was still following me around like a puppy. Now Dee's father started calling me son and even asked me to join him in a round of golf, not one of my sports. But I could see I was going to have to take it up after Dee and I were married. Got to keep the in-laws happy.
I figured there was a little bit of an ulterior motive in these invitations to meals on the weekends. When Dee came home every month to visit, we would spend a lot of time at her parents' house, now that I was a regular, and apparently welcome, visitor there.
Once a month I drove up to spend the weekend with Dee. Although that wasn't how it usually worked out. Most of the time Tish was with us, and her main topic of conversation was George and how she was going back to the States to marry him when she had her degree.
Tish also had the infuriating habit of coming home with Dee as well. She slept at her parents' house but appeared to spend most of her time at Dee's parents' place. Well, let's be precise; she spent most of her time wherever Dee was. That included the little time Dee spent at my flat.
By the time Christmas came around, plans for our marriage were in full swing. Um, let's be fair; Dee's mother was just about organising everything, along with Estelle that is. I think Dee and I were just agreeing to everything that they wanted to do. Hey, I wasn't paying. It was Dee's old man who was footing the bill.
I would just say, "Are you all right with this, Frank?"
He'd nod and say, "Wait till it's your turn, son. Take my advice and only have boys!"
I suppose he wasn't a bad old stick really. As far as Estelle was concerned, this marriage was only a rehearsal for what she termed as "The big one!" Frank would look at me and raise his eyebrows when she said that.



Well, everything was going along just great until just after Easter when Porticia got the bleeding "Dear Jane" letter. You know what I mean; George dumped her for some other girl. I told you he was a bastard. Porticia wasn't my favourite person but I saw that letter. He was an insensitive arsehole or asshole as they say over there.
It was a few weeks later that Dee first said she wanted to put back the wedding. Porticia was originally getting married a couple of weeks before us. Now Dee wanted to put our wedding back a month or so because Tish was upset.
The girls graduated and moved back home (my van again). They both got jobs pretty quickly. Nothing special in local banks - oh, different banks. I was of course still juggling college and work; although I was working on my own a lot more. I even had a couple of blokes working for me on occasion.
I would generally see Dee most days to start with, but as time went on she took to going out with Tish first one night a week and then two. Then suddenly she stopped meeting me after my night classes. So now she was with Tish three nights a week. Not that anything untoward was going on. I was too well known in town for anyone to get clever with my girl and that was what Dee was known as by then.
Okay, the month or so the wedding was put back, became until after Christmas. As Christmas approached Dee wanted to put it back further until Easter. Now up until that point I'd been patient, I realised that Tish was her friend, but it seemed to me that we were going to have to wait until Tish found herself another mug, before Dee was going to walk up the aisle with me.
It all came to a head in early December. I arrived at Dee's house to pick her up around seven thirty. Dee and Tish were car sharing, going to work. That night neither had come home yet. Dee hadn't called me to put me off and neither had called home to tell their parents of any change of plan.
I was not a happy bunny and went looking for Dee's car. It wasn't hard to find, as our town isn't very big. I found it in the car park of one of the pubs on the outskirts of town. Inside I discovered Dee and Tish sitting there with some Prat. They were so enthralled with the line of shit he was throwing Tish, that they didn't notice me enter.
I brought a drink and positioned myself on the other side of the room. I sat watching as a meal arrived for them and they all sat and ate it. I did note that Dee was drinking only non-alcoholic drinks. It was gone nine before they got up to leave. Both girls were apparently still enthralled with everything that came out of the arsehole's mouth. Jesus, talk about a line of bullshit. SAS, my arse; the Wanker wouldn't know one end of a gun from the other.
They must have got right out to her car before Dee spotted my van parked alongside it. She came dashing back in and looked around for me. I was at that time in conversation with a couple of guys I knew.
"Roger, how long have you been here?" Dee asked as she came up to my table. Followed by Tish and the Wanker.
Slowly I looked up at her. "Since about eight o'clock. My fiancée stood me up this evening, so I thought I'd have a quiet drink by myself."
"Why didn't you come over and join us? You must have seen us sitting there."
"Oh, I did, don't you worry. But you didn't really want me along, did you? If you had, you would have called and invited me to join the party, wouldn't you? What was it? Does the flash little Git fancy a threesome, or something?"
"How can you say such a thing? Rodney invited Tish out this evening and Tish didn't want to go on her own as she doesn't know him that well."
"Well, why no phone call to me or even your mother?"
"I forgot, that's all."
"Well, I forgot to tell you I was here, okay? Now you'd better drive your friend's home; they appear to be waiting for you. And make sure you drop the arsehole off first, I wouldn't trust that little bullshitter as far as I could throw him."
"Who are you calling a bullshitter?" The Prat demanded.
"You, you slimy little Git."
The pantomime began. Yes, I was childishly taking my frustrations out on the little Prat, but he really should have kept his bleeding mouth shut. If he had, he could well have got out of it with some dignity. Anyway he had been telling the girls how much of a tough guy he was all bleeding night. Anyone in the SAS can handle themselves, even the bloody pen pushers.
Once we took the argument out in the car park and there wasn't an audience anymore, he wasn't so brave. As a matter of fact, he did a runner, after trying to slam the pub's door in my face. The automatic gas closer prevented that.
"Did you have to do that? Tish liked him." Dee demanded.
"I didn't do anything, Dee. The little tosspot talked himself into a corner and then into a fight that he didn't hang around to have. All I did was to get stood up by my fiancée and went out for a quiet drink to drown my sorrows. Good night!" I returned to the bar to finish my pint.
Dee came back inside for no more than a minute of so. She and Tish had a whispered conversation and then they left. Well, the train was blowing its bloody whistle as it came roaring out of that bleeding tunnel
The following evening I didn't go round to Dee's house at the usual time to pick her up. At half eight, she let herself in the door of my flat.
"What's up with you? Why didn't you pick me up? We were supposed to be going to see that film this evening."
"Oh, I forgot?"
"Don't talked rubbish. This is about last night, isn't it?"
"Not exactly. This is about you and me. And your friendship with Tish."
"What has Tish got to do with it?"
"Everything. If Porticia weren't around, we'd be married by now. But for some reason you've decided not to marry me until Tish finds some mug to marry her. Well, I'm not waiting anymore. The wedding goes off in February or there's not going to be a wedding. Secondly you will see Porticia just two nights a week from now on. The two evenings that I'm at college."
"You can't make demands like that."
"Oh, but I can. I'm supposed to be the guy you want to spend the rest of your life with. But you worry more about Tish than you do about me. Now I suggest you go home and think about what you really want. You can bring me my answer tomorrow night. I'll be here until ... shall we say nine o'clock?"
"But Tish and I are going to that rock concert tomorrow night. Its Porticia's favourite group. She'll be really upset to miss them, and I know she won't go alone. I won't have time to come here before we go."
"Then I have my answer already. It's your choice, Dee, Porticia or me. Think about it if you will. If you're not here tomorrow evening before nine, everything's off. You can either keep or sell the ring. I wouldn't want it in my flat; it would have too many bad memories."
Dee tried to talk me around but I refused to listen to her. To be honest I was tired of being a fish on the line. Either we got married or I would have to cut my losses.
As I expected, Dee tried to circumvent things. My phone was ringing when I got home from work. Caller ID told me it was from Dee's house. I ignored it. It rang at regular intervals until six when she was due to leave for the concert. Ten-past-six it rang again, the caller ID told me it was from Porticia's parent's house. The phone rang a couple more times a little later, I assume from call boxes as the ID was withheld. Call boxes in the local theatre are set up like that.
At nine I left the flat and went over to a friend's flat from where I could watch mine. Brian's a nice old boy who had really become like a surrogate father to me. I'm afraid that letting my bedroom to a lodger without even asking or telling me first had almost completely destroyed my relationship with my father and family.
It was gone twelve when Dee's car pulled into the car park. Dee got out, followed by Tish and the little shit from the previous evening. Dee went up to my flat, which was all in darkness; the other two waited by the car. She let herself in and I watched lights going on and off as she searched the flat for me.
Dee went back down to her car, where she talked with the other two for a while. Then Tish and the guy got into Dee's car and drove off; Dee then returned to the flat. I made myself comfortable on Brian's sofa. He did suggest I go home and talk it out with Dee, but I figured she'd made her decision at six o'clock. I wasn't prepared to play second fiddle to Porticia in Dee's affections, no matter what it cost me.
Brian could see the car park from his bedroom and he came out to tell me that Dee's car had returned about half an hour later. I went back into his kitchen and watched Tish go up and into the flat. Dee obviously wanted some moral support.
By eight thirty in the morning, neither girl had left the flat. Actually I'd painted myself into a bit of a corner. There was no way I could get out of Brian's flat without them seeing me. Now I know I was playing silly games, but I wanted them to be wondering where I was.
It was obvious that neither girl was going to work that day; they were planning on waiting me out, after all I'd have to put an appearance in to get my van, well, that's how I think their minds were working. The masterstroke I came up with to get past that one was to call a guy who was working for me. I had him come round and drive my van to the site where we were supposed to be working that day.
It worked like a dream; it was only when the old van's engine started that the girls realised what was going on. They came running down the stairs and jumped into Dee's car then set off in hot pursuit of the van. I suppose they thought I was driving it.

I went down and got into my car. Now that was something they didn't know about. I'd finally bought the car that Dee and I were supposed to be going on honeymoon in. I drove it over to the house I'd bought, another secret from Dee. This was the house I thought we were going to start our married life in. At that moment in time, it looked like a building site, as the guys hadn't finished yet. Well, I'd kept putting the date back every time the wedding date went back. There wasn't much to finish so I got stuck in there for the day and slept there that night.
The following day was a college day for me and I couldn't miss it. Although the building work was coming along just great and I was earning extremely well, I still had designs on becoming an architect. Having the car that Dee didn't know about was my saving grace that day; several times I spotted both girls around the college but they didn't see me or even know I was there.
I've got to say that at this juncture, if Dee had been alone I most probably would have spoken to her. Possibly we could have sorted things out, but I somehow doubt it. Porticia's presence prevented me from going to Dee.
That evening I called the flat. Brian had just called me and told me that Porticia had left Dee there alone.
"Roger, where are you?"
"That's none of your business, Dee."
"Roger, I'm sorry, but I couldn't let Porticia go to that concert alone."
"But she wouldn't have been alone, would she, Dee? She had that little shit with her, or was he with you?"
"He's Tish's boyfriend. You know that I'm your girl."
"You were at one time, Dee, but you're not anymore. Tell me, did you tell your mother to go ahead with the February wedding date."
"Well, no, I didn't. You were acting so strange the other night."
"No, Dee! You're the one who's acting strange. I told you, last night was your chance to decide whom you wanted to be with, Porticia or me. You chose Porticia. It's over between us. There's nothing left to say."
"But I couldn't leave my friend on her own!"
"Why not? She left you on your own when she went to the States, didn't she? Do you think she cared about you, when she was planning to marry that Wanker she met over there? Dee, I'm not playing second fiddle to Porticia for the rest of my life. Its over, the engagement is off, the wedding is off and you are out of my life. Goodbye and please leave that flat tidy; I don't live there anymore as you've no doubt noticed by now."
"Where are you living, Roger?"
"In the house I had bought for your wedding present. But you chose not to live here with me. Good bye, Dee. I hope you find what you are looking for."
With that I hung up the phone.
-----------------------------------------
It was the following evening that Dee's father and mother paid me a call. Of course they knew about the house. I discussed almost everything with them. In my opinion, my relationship with Dee's father had always been tenuous to say the least. So I thought that telling them about the house was a wise thing to do. They had kept my secrets from Dee. Both the car and the house were supposed to have been my wedding surprises for her.
I was surprised that they actually understood my position. It became apparent to me that, although I didn't think I would have been Dee's father's first choice for a son-in-law, they actually hoped that Dee's affection for me would separate her from Porticia. As it turned out, that didn't happen. It was a very sad parting that evening and they wished me the best.
I gather they never told Dee they knew about the house, where it was, or that they had come to see me. They told me straight out that they felt that they wouldn't ask me to change my mind and take Dee back. They had hoped Dee's love for me would break the hold Porticia seemed to have over her. But now they had come to believe Dee would always be under Porticia's influence.
Dee did try to speak to me whenever she saw me for the next few months. The trouble was, she was always in Porticia's company when she did see me; I had no intention of talking to her in that girl's presence.
I also gathered she was still telling people that we were engaged. There she ran into a problem; I had moved on with my life, or to put it more truthfully I was trying to move on and I was not finding it easy. I had started dating other girls, more than anything to try and take my mind off of Dee. I must add not very successfully.
However one of the girls I had gone out with, who apparently had designs on making it a permanent arrangement, just happened to overhear Dee tell someone else that we were still engaged. From what I heard, that encounter apparently resulted in a real cat-fight. But after that I never heard any more reports of Dee claiming we were still engaged.
-------------------------------------------------
Time passed as it inevitably does. At the end of that year of college, I gave up on the idea of becoming an architect. The reason I gave everyone was that my building work had really taken off in a really big way, as in truth, it had. I'm not sure where my reputation for quality workmanship actually came from, but apparently I had built one.
In truth, Dee had signed up for a design course that I needed to take; I saw her name on the list when I went to register for that next year. Don't ask me how she talked her way into that course, but she did. I decided not to register!
I threw myself into my new and expanding business. Funny that I had started working for myself so that I could do my architect thing, as it gave me the opportunity to choose my own working hours to suit my studies. Suddenly I was one of the most respected small builders in town and run off my feet with work.
I didn't see much of Dee or Tish. Estelle would turn up at my house every so often. I think, she made it pretty plain that she thought she was in the running for becoming Dee's replacement in my heart. Looking back I think I did love Estelle, but as I would a sister, not as a prospective life partner. So I told her that would never happen.
At the time, I knew I liked the girl and felt a genuine affection for her, but if I had gotten emotionally involved with her, I would be forever running into Dee. That would have made life too complicated and was something I wanted to avoid. As time went on, I saw less and less of Estelle.
It must have been nearly two years after I broke up with Dee that I met up with Shirley. Again, she was an old friend from my schooldays. But whereas Dee and Tish had been a year behind me, in my brother's class, Shirley had been one of my peers. We'd gotten on well together in school and I suppose if I hadn't gone off to my Uncle Harry's we might have gotten together sooner.
Shirley was always a good laugh to be with - well, she always had been. At school she did have a little bit of a reputation for putting out, but I had never gone after her on those grounds. Shirley was just fun to be with, especially now.
Now I'm not claiming I felt the same way about Shirley as I had done about Dee. I know I quickly grew to love Shirley; but Dee had been my first real love. Many people have told me that your first love is something different and I have cause to agree with them.
Anyway eight months after we got together, Shirley and I married in the local registry office. It wasn't the big affair that Dee's mother had planned for Dee and I, but it was what we wanted - well, needed actually. Time was always going to be a very important factor in Shirley's and my relationship.
You see it was shortly after we started going together that Shirley was diagnosed with cancer. It went into remission after she had her first batch of chemotherapy, right after the wedding. But it was the sword of Damocles' hanging over us.
The next five years of my life, I devoted to Shirley and building my business. Even in her condition, Shirley was always fun to be with and she did me the honour of presenting me with two wonderful daughters. It was in our fifth year as man and wife, that Shirley's cancer returned with a vengeance. Chemo did little this time except make Shirley feel pretty terrible. In the end she made the decision to refuse any further treatment, other than painkillers. We managed to spend another three years together before she finally took her leave of us.
Our two daughters took it in their stride; their mother had prepared them for that day from the moment they had been born. It was them who really supported me that cold January day of the funeral. It was also them who invited everyone back to the house for the wake. Six and seven year olds, taking charge of almost everything. Whilst their father wondered around in a daze, feeling sorry for himself. Shirley had done a really good job with them.
My company had done a lot of renovation work for the church at a discount, as it was Shirley's church. Personally I'm not really into the religion thing. We'd rebuilt the boundary wall after an old Yea tree had died and fallen on it. The tree had been there many hundreds of years. Its demise and removal had left a few new grave plots very near the churches main door.
I'd spoken to the vicar and reserved one of these newly available plots for Shirley. Shirley was a lively person and I thought she would like having a plot near to where everything was going on. I thought she deserved that. Well, whether I believe or don't believe, it was Shirley's Grave. Although I suppose one day, I'll be in there with her. Of course I'd never mentioned it to Shirley.
Of those who came back to the house, I was surprised to find Dee's father Frank and Estelle amongst them. They both gave me their condolences personally, they also told me that Dee's mother was ill in hospital or she would have been there with them. As a result of that conversation, a few days later I called into the hospital to see her.
She was actually in the same ward that Shirley had been in during her last days. I had been too preoccupied with my wife to notice her or anyone else who was in there. Luckily, Dee's mother was recovering from her illness, although I never did find out exactly what it had been.



Katherine - as she now insisted I call her; whilst I'd been courting Dee I'd always called her mum or Mrs Clough - asked me if I'd take my two girls to see her when she got home. Apparently she'd spoken to Shirley often in her last days and Shirley had talked about the children and me all the time. I don't suppose I'll ever know what those conversations between Shirley and Katherine were really about.
I wasn't allowed to take the children into the hospital to see Katherine, as they were too young, and were not her direct relatives. What stupid rules these places have? Both girls had been in there almost everyday to see their mother.
Katherine informed me that Dee was not living at home anymore, so there would be no chance of us accidentally running into each other. That was the only time she mentioned Dee - or Mercedes as she always called her - to me.
So three weeks later, I took my two girls to meet the people who were to become like grand parents to them. Not forgetting Estelle who became a kind of surrogate auntie. As a matter of fact, Estelle started turning up at my house all the time again; so often in fact that my neighbours thought that there was something going on between us.
That is until her boyfriend Russell started turning up with her as well. He was a nice guy who was dying with impatience to marry Estelle, but for some reason she was keeping him hanging on, much like her sister did me. They were both very helpful to me when it came to looking after the girls. I had had some thoughts of hiring a nanny, but I was trying to get by without one if I could. These were my girls; I didn't want a stranger looking after them too much
Once Russell told me about how frustrated he was getting with Estelle not making her mind up about marrying him. I had a quiet word with her and told her to think very carefully about what had happened between Dee and myself.
I asked Estelle why she was not grabbing a really nice guy while she had the chance. Her answer was one that I couldn't understand. "You really don't know, do you?"
Well, I didn't have an answer for that question. But whatever, a couple of weeks later Estelle finally named the day. Russell, apparently convinced that I'd talked Estelle into accepting his proposal of marriage, asked me to be his best man and I said yes.
Was that a mistake, I guess I'll never really know. It stood to reason that Dee would be there. I wasn't sure how either of us was going to handle that. It was a question I chose not to worry Estelle with.
The day of the wedding was a beautifully sunny June day. I was standing with Russell at the front of the church, as Mendelssohn's wedding march began to play. My two girls were Estelle's bridesmaids and were being shepherded by the maid of honour, Marion, another old school friend of ours. Marion and I were quite good friends at school; it crossed my mind that Estelle might have been trying to play matchmaker.
Estelle went out of her way to give me a big smile as she approached Russell at the altar, then she turned her attention to her husband-to-be.
It was about halfway through the service that there was somewhat of a commotion at the back of the church. I cringed as I heard a loud American voice that I recognised. Then they came clomping down the side aisle to take their seats amongst Estelle's family and friends.
I tried not to look, but you know what it's like, a quick glance confirmed that it was Porticia and George who had arrived late. I actually heard Estelle say "Shit". The poor girl had forgotten she was wearing a radio-microphone, so most of the people in the congregation must have heard her say it as well. It's a shame that some of them didn't take the hint, and leave. I was curious as to why they'd been invited in the first place.
The disturbance over, the service carried on to its normal conclusion. As we began parading out of the church Katherine turned to me. "God, we never thought they would have the cheek to turn up, the insensitive buggers. We thought we were safe in sending them an invite as they live in America."
It was as we got near the back of the church, that I saw her sitting there flanked by a couple of other women. Dee did not look very happy. And her presence obviously surprised Katherine, because Kathy's step faltered for a moment, but then she soon recovered her poise and with a smile and little nod to Dee, she continued with the parade. Dee avoided eye contact with me, or did I avoid eye contact with her?
It was obvious to me that something had happened in this family that I knew nothing about. I knew that they had never mentioned Dee to me since I'd been reunited with them, but I'd put that down to them being sensitive to my feelings. That, it appeared, was obviously not the case.
Outside the church, we had the obligatory photo call. I noted that Dee was not in the line up. I saw Estelle motion for her to join the line a couple of times, but Dee didn't move. In the end Estelle looked over at me and gestured with her eyes and head.

She didn't have to say anything; I knew what she wanted. Slipping off to one-side, I circled the watching crowd until I was behind Dee. Taking her firmly by the arm, I marched her into the line up.
"Take that frown off your face and smile, woman. This is your sister's wedding!" I said to her, in the best form of commanding tone as I could whisper.
"What have I got to smile about?" Dee replied.
"A damn sight more than my wife has. That was her grave you were almost standing on back there!" Dee wasn't really, but I think that did the trick by reminding Dee that other people had worse problems than she did.
"Oh, my god, I'm sorry, Roger," Dee blurted out.
"Well, don't be. Just remember you're alive, so you have got something to smile about."
One of the ushers, who was on the ball, threw me a small bouquet, the same as my girls were carrying and I pushed it into Dee's hands, before I regained my position in the line. I think Dee did manage a smile, but she didn't look like the happiest girl in the world.
The photo call over, I started herding people into the limousines that were taking everyone to the reception. Oh, my two girls demanded a cuddle and I had to tell them both how wonderful and clever they had been. As they got into their car, I noted my girls no longer had their bouquets.
Dee had disappeared back into the crowd again after the photo-call, which was somewhat to my relief. I suppose one of the ushers must have found her a seat in one of the cars.
Porticia came up and said hello. I'm afraid I can't repeat what I said to her and that arsehole George. And no, I wasn't in the slightest interested in how they got back together again.
Before I left the church, I went over to Shirley's grave. There were three small bouquets of flowers lying there by then, along with the large bouquet I'd put there when I'd arrived. I had a quick word with her as I always did when I was there. Funny how we do that, isn't it. I've got no belief in the afterlife, but I will stand by Shirley's grave and talk to her as if she's actually there and can hear me.
At the hotel where the reception was being held, it really became obvious that Dee's presence had not been expected. After Katherine had left the welcoming line, she was dashing around rearranging the seating on the top table to fit Dee in. I helped her, but I did not think it was the time to enquire what had occurred in the family.
Once the meal and the speeches were over, I thought I could relax a little. You know when someone asks you to be his best man; you tend to say yes without thinking about everything that is involved. I know that I wasn't prepared for what Russell said about me in his speech. He announced to all and sundry that Estelle had had a crush on me for years and he thanked me for persuading her to marry him instead.
In my speech I had to tell everyone that I'd only know the guy a few months. But my daughters had assured me he was a suitable husband for Estelle. Both my girls liked Russell and Estelle a lot.
Right with all that out of the way, the dancing started. Estelle and Russell first, followed by the parents. Then it was my turn with the bridesmaids. Marion was wonderful with them. We both picked up a girl each, and then we danced around in a foursome, my girls' thought that was great. Then Estelle and Russell joined us. I don't think there's ever been a waltz danced like that before.
I noted that Dee had chosen to sit with the girls she'd been in the church with, well away from the family table where her parents and I were sitting.
Later Estelle came up and asked me to dance with her. I took the opportunity to ask her what the story was with Dee.
"Not now, Roger. I'll meet you in reception in about ten minutes and tell you all about it there. Someone might overhear us out here."
I somehow doubted it but she was the boss on this one. After our dance, I watched as she went over to Russell. They had a quick chat and I saw him nodding his head in agreement. Then Estelle made her way to the ladies' powder room. I knew that it had another door to the foyer so I went out there to meet her.
We sat down in a corner and she began.
"When you and Dee broke up, mum and dad went mad at her. You know they were always worried about her relationship with Porticia. No, they never thought it was anything sexual or anything like that, if that's what you're thinking. They had never liked the influence Porticia seemed to have over Dee. Then you came along and, well, they were over the moon."
"Hang on. Frank wasn't that keen on me."
"Don't you kid yourself. Dad thought you were the greatest thing since sliced bread. He just enjoyed playing the proud father part and he thought that, if he was too enthusiastic, he might scare you off. But who do you think was telling everyone that you were the greatest builder in the world. Oh, he still does that every chance he gets, by the way.
"Anyway when Dee started messing you around, you know, putting the wedding date back and the like, he - well, all of us really - kept on warning Dee that she was going to lose you if she wasn't careful. Well, it happened, didn't it! You got fed up with waiting and called the whole thing off.
"There were only two people to blame, that was Dee and Porticia. Oh, Porticia was always telling Dee she could do better than you. And to make you wait until Dee was ready. Of course it wasn't Dee who was going to have to be ready; it was until Porticia didn't need her anymore. Dee never could see how Porticia used her."
"Hang on. You invited Porticia to your wedding."
"We didn't have much choice really; Porticia's father is a business partner of daddy's. But we didn't think she and that ignorant pig she's married to would actually have the front to turn up."
"So what happened between the family and Dee?"
"Ah, that's a really sore point. About a year or so after you broke up with Dee - I think it was just after you married Shirley - George turned up again and asked Porticia to marry him. I don't know what happened with that other tart of his; perhaps she realised what kind of a person he is. Of course, Porticia jumped at the chance and before anyone knew what was happening, they were married and living in the States.
"Poor old Dee was dumped, just like she was when Porticia went off on that break year. I think it was then that she realised how Porticia used her. She'd lost the only man she ever loved because she hadn't wanted to desert her friend who repaid her by dropping Dee like a stone when she found herself a man.
"I'm afraid Dee went a bit weird after that happened. You know she had a breakdown, don't you? Oh, you didn't! Porticia dumping her right after you married Shirley was too much for her to take. You know that Porticia had Dee convinced you'd come crawling back to her when she decided she wanted to go ahead with the marriage. Well, your marriage to Shirley had burst that little bubble.
"Poor Dee needed someone to blame, so she blamed the family. Of course that didn't make any sense, but she blamed us. Just like she did when Samantha went."
"Sorry, Estelle, you've lost me there. Who the hell is Samantha when she's at home?"
"Oh, God, hasn't anyone ever told you about Sam. She was Dee's twin. Oh, hell, I didn't know you didn't know about her. Sam and Dee were identical twins; Sam died from meningitis when they were eight or nine. Dee took it very bad really. They were inseparable; honestly you couldn't tell them apart. Dee went very funny for a year or so after Sam passed away.
"Then Dee took up with Porticia. We all thought them being together was great for a long time because we had the old Dee back. Well, that was until mum and dad realised that Tish was using Dee. Dee seemed to be at Tish's beck and call. Look, I was quite young when Sam died. Mother should be the one to tell you about Sam.
"Anyway after Tish went off, Dad had to put Dee into a clinic for a while. They straightened her out pretty quickly really. But she felt very guilty about the way she had behaved towards us, in blaming us for her own mistakes, and never could bring herself to face us again. She felt so guilty about it and she moved away, up to London.
"Mind you, I've got to tell you that feeling she couldn't face us was not the only reason she moved away. It was also so that she wouldn't risk running into you and Shirley around town. I'm sorry but that's why we cut you off as well. If we didn't know how things were going with you, we couldn't slip up and say the wrong thing when we did see Dee. The trouble was, we rarely did see her.
"Then Mother met Shirley in the hospital. We were all devastated when we heard the news. You know Mother used to talk to Shirley a lot in there, don't you? Ah, well, you do now! Shirley knew who Mother was, you know. She asked Mother to look after you and the girls."
"Hold on, hold on. You're supposed to be telling me why your mother was so surprised that Dee turned up here today. It was obvious to me that she didn't think Dee was coming."
"Well, some of our old girlfriends talked Dee into coming down the other day for my hen night. She looked better than she has for years that night and we were getting on quite well together. But then one of the girls mentioned you were Russell's best man and well, Dee kind of lost it!
"She almost went into hysterics and said she couldn't be here today, if you were going to be here also. So we assumed she wasn't coming, she was really adamant the other night. Mother changed the seating around so the empty chair wouldn't advertise Dee's absence."
"But you only had to say and I would have bowed out...."
"We know, we know! You're a wonderful person, Roger. But we felt we couldn't disappoint the girls. They were so looking forward to being my bridesmaids. Weren't they wonderful?"
"Yes, I was very proud of them. Their mother would have been proud if she could have seen them."
"I'm sure she would have. I wish I could have known her. From what Mother says, she was a wonderfully brave woman and she was lucky to have had you as her husband.
"Anyway the girls must have managed to talk Mercedes around. I know they worked on her all yesterday. And now I'm going to ask a favour of you. You can say no if you like."
"On your wedding day? You know I couldn't refuse you anything."
"You've just made a mistake that I hope you'll not regret and I'm going to hold you to your promise. I want you to dance with Dee for me. Russell has danced with her a couple of times but she won't join the family on our table. I think partly because you and the girls are sitting there. But I know that she will not be able to refuse you anything. That's why I asked you to get her to join us for the photos. Thanks for doing that for me, by the way."
"You know, I'll do anything for you today, kiddo. But I don't know Estelle. Supposing Dee won't dance with me. Or she throws a wobbly or something."
"No, I think Russell and I have it planned. When he sees us go back in, he's going to ask Dee to dance again. You will dance with me. Between us we should be able to collide with each other on the dance floor and then we will change partners. It'll be coup d'état or whatever they call it. Dee will not know what's happening until it's all over. I'm sure Dee won't refuse to dance with you once you've got your arms around her.
"Then when the song finishes you take her over and sit her by Mother and Father. I'm sure once she's there at our table she won't walk away from it again."
"Ah, you sure this is a good idea, Estelle?"
"To be honest, Roger, I don't know. But Dee needs to realise that we, the family, don't hold a grudge against her and hopefully you don't either. I thought things were going on so well the other night at my hen party but the mention of you kind of undid things a little. Well, I'm hoping the Roger effect will work both ways."
"Go on then, lead the way. Lead the lamb to the slaughter."
"Oh, Roger, don't be like that!"
"Go on, girl. I'm only funning you."
"Oh, Roger, I've got to tell you that Mother's coming to see you in the morning as well, she's got something for you. You will be in, won't you?"
"Yes, I should imagine so. The girls are so worked up they will probably be awake all night."
Estelle took my arm and I led her back into the main hall. As if on cue, the band started playing a waltz and we mingled with the other dancers. Very quickly, I saw that Russell had got Dee up on the floor and he was guiding her inexorably in our direction.
The slight bump and swift change over of partners did indeed take Dee completely by surprise. For a moment, I believe she didn't realise what had happened, then she went very stiff, as she became aware of my presence.
"Come on, Dee, you can dance better than that. Just relax and let go."
Relax she did. For one horrible moment I thought she was going to faint. But she regained herself and maybe snuggled in a little too close. I realised she was leaning against me and wasn't too steady on her feet. As the waltz ended I led – well, half carried; it was like she was drunk - her to the chair beside her mother. Frank came over and sat the other side of her.
I withdrew and sat myself by my daughters at the same table, who demanded to know where I'd been. The band was quite loud and I couldn't hear what Dee and her parents were saying to each other, but it was nice to see Dee talking to her parents.
Around eleven, I thought I'd better take my girls' home. It was way past their normal bedtime and they'd had a long busy day. As I said my goodnights, Estelle and her mother touched cheeks with me and kissed the girls. My girls also kissed Dee goodnight along with the others, but I don't think they had any idea who she was.
As I had guessed it would be, it was a long night. Tired as my girls were that night, they were more hyped up than I'd ever seen them in the past and they had a lot of trouble getting to sleep.
The following morning, the girls and I got up pretty late. Well, let's be honest here; the girls were up way before me. It was a bright sunny day and they drove me nuts to get out of bed so they could get into the swimming pool. They were good kids; they wouldn't go into the back garden where the pool was if an adult wasn't present. Something else Shirley had instilled into their psyche.
Just before noon Katherine and Frank came walking around the side of the house; the girls and I got out of the pool to greet them. It was strange how the girls had taken to Katherine and Frank. I think I told you that there was a rift in my family; my parents doted on my brother's children, but hardly wanted to know mine. Shirley's folks had retired to the south coast before her problem was diagnosed. We visited with each other quite often but the children had never bonded with them, like they appeared to have bonded with the Cloughs'.



After the children settled down and I'd supplied everyone with cold drinks. Katherine asked me if we could have a word in private. She said Frank would look after the girls. Actually by the time I'd come out with the cold drinks Frank was already in the pool with them. He must have been wearing his swimsuit under his sports trousers when he arrived.
I led Katherine into the lounge from where we could still see the children and Frank playing with them. Once we'd seated ourselves, Katherine opened the bag she was carrying and produced and envelop from it.
"Shirley asked me to wait six months after she ... anyway, she asked me to give it to you. She wrote a lot of it herself before ... Well, she was very bad towards the end as you well know and she found writing difficult. She dictated some of it to me."
Katherine held out the envelope, which I took from her and began to open.
"I'll go outside with the others whilst you read it. If you want to talk about anything you know I'm here for you."
I unfolded the pages of the letter, some of which were covered with Shirley's gradually deteriorating scrawl and others apparently in Katherine's neat hand.
Hi, lover boy,
How are you and our girls getting on without me? I know that when you read this I'll have been gone for six months. Well, that's how long I have asked Kathy to hang on to it before she gives it to you.
This is very hard for me to write; I'm not sure I even know what I want to say to you, or how to say it. Please forgive me if it doesn't sound right.
Roger, I feel guilty not only for leaving you, but also for marrying you in the first place, and bringing all my problems into your life. We'd only been dating a couple of weeks when the doctor gave me the news. It took me sometime to decide whether to tell you about it or not. I was frightened you'd stick by me because of some twisted sense of duty. You know you are that kind of man!
But I must tell you I loved you and I know you loved me for myself. When you encouraged me to have the girls, although you knew you were most likely going to have the job of raising them alone, I knew that it wasn't pity you felt for me but real love. I'm sorry I can never repay you for all that love that you have showed to me.
Roger, I have loved you more than any man I have ever known. I know that you do not believe there is an afterlife; but I hope one day you are proved wrong and we shall meet again.
There, that's the worst part over with. Now I must ask you to think of the rest of your life and my our girls' lives. I'm going to ask you to do me a big favour. I'm going to ask you to find another mother for our girls. They are going to need a mother around when they get older and you are going to need a companion for yourself.
Having met Katherine, I think I even know who the best candidate probably is and I think that in your heart, you know as well. Katherine has told me a lot about Mercedes and you and what happened between the two of you back then. From what Kathy has told me, I'm sure that Mercedes did and still does love you, but she was under that horrible girl's influence. I know it's not a nice thing to say, but in fact that did work out in my favour, even though I know it upset you at the time. They say that the Lord moves in strange ways.
Please think about finding Mercedes again. Show her the compassion and love that you've showed me in the last few years and hopefully she will love you and my girls as much as I do. Roger, I know that she loves you.
At this point the letter changed to Katherine's hand
Katherine and Frank have become good friends of mine since I've been in hospital this time. I've also gotten to know Estelle who came to see me the other day. Estelle loves you as well. God, you are a lucky man. All these people, whose lives you've touched, love you.
Kathy assures me that she is going to keep a friendly eye on you and our girls. You know that they haven't got any grandchildren yet and they assure me they will treat our girls as if they are their own grandchildren. Please allow them to do that whatever happens. Kathy's been a good friend to me during these long lonely nights.
Anyway if all goes well and you do as I hope you will do, Katherine and Frank will be the girls' real grandparents.
I've got nothing else I can think of to say to you, but thank you, Roger, for loving me and remember, if I can, I will always be watching over you and the girls from wherever I am.
Goodbye, my love, till we meet again.
Shirley
The signature, which had eight crosses scrawled under it - one for each year we'd been together, was in Shirley's shaky hand.
I sat and cried for I don't know how long before Katherine came back into the lounge with a cup of tea for me. I can only assume she'd been watching me read the letter through the lounge window.
I suddenly became aware that I couldn't hear the girls playing in the garden anymore. I must have looked around in panic.
"It's all right. Frank has taken them out in the car to get ice cream; it's plenty warm enough for them to be in their swimsuits today."
"Thanks, Katherine, you obviously know what Shirley says in this letter."
"Yes, but just because I do know, you don't have to do as Shirley suggests where Mercedes is concerned. The content of that letter is private between you and Shirley. They are no business of mine and my lips will always remain sealed as to that letter's content."
"Thank you, Kathy, but tell me, what do you think of Shirley's ideas?"
"I will try not advise you one way or the other, Roger, I am Mercedes' mother. My opinion would be biased and it is your decision to make. But I would think it's only fair to all concerned that you at least get to know Mercedes again before you make any decisions."
"Well, Dee might not want to marry me anymore. We've been apart for some years now."
"I'm trying my hardest not to influence you one way or the other, Roger, but I've got to tell you, yesterday Dee was saying how lovely your girls were and how she wished they were her own children and of course with all the consequences that come from that."
I must have looked confused because I couldn't understand what consequences Katherine was alluding too.
"Damn it, Roger, she was saying she wished she had married you when she had the chance. The girl is heartbroken whenever she sees you!"
"Oh, I'm sorry, I understand you now. You know that I still have strong feelings for Dee. Walking away from her was the hardest thing I ever had to do in my life. As a matter of fact I had to force myself to be angry with her, to almost hate her. I'm not sure I can put those feelings behind me now."
"Are you going to try?"
"Well, of course I am. It was Shirley's last request of me. I can never forget that. But I think I'm going to have to get to know Dee socially again before I can make any decisions. I'm going to need to know if the girls take to her, and how she takes to them, before any thoughts of a relationship between us can be contemplated."
"You're no fool, Roger. I can see that you've got your priorities right. The children must come first, of course. We need to get them together with Dee somehow and watch to see what if any kind of affinity builds between them."
"Yes, I've got to be careful they don't think someone is trying to replace Shirley in their affections. If that should happen, it would be a disaster, for everyone. I don't want to play with Dee's affections and then be forced to walk away again, because the children are unhappy. From what Estelle told me happened with Porticia before ... I couldn't do that to her again!"
Katherine leant towards me and kissed my forehead.
"Shirley really had you taped, didn't she? She said you were the most thoughtful person she had ever come across in her life."
I must have blushed with embarrassment then, because I suddenly felt very hot.
"Well, how are we going to get my girls together with Dee?" Trying to change the subject.
"They were saying something about the pool parties you used to have earlier and how they missed them. Why don't you have one in a couple of weeks' time? Dee is coming back down for a kind of family get-together once Estelle and Russell get back from their honeymoon. It was planned as a bridge building exercise. You know our family has gotten rather disjointed in the last few years.
"If you threw one of your pool parties, Frank and I could help with the cooking and such. Dee would come along without really knowing where we were going, until we got her here. I'm sure she wouldn't want to leave even if she were embarrassed by your presence. You would be busy with the rest of your guests, the girls said you normally have quite a few people here.
"Estelle and Russell, I know, will be playing with the children and keeping them amused; they love those two little girls. I'll get Estelle to get Dee playing with them as well and we can watch what kind of reaction they have to each other."
"Sounds like a reasonable idea to me. The girls have mentioned pool parties, a couple of times, but without having Shirley here ... well, she was the life and soul of any party we had right up until the end ..." I think my voice faded a little.
"I'm sure Shirley would think it's a wonderful idea. Remember, Roger, she did say she wanted you to find another mother for the girls."
-------------------------------------
At a ridiculously early hour on the Saturday morning - for me anyway - two weeks later I awoke to hear my daughters talking to someone downstairs. After dragging myself out of bed, I found Estelle and Russell unloading all sorts of goodies out of their car.
It was then that I realised just how much effort Shirley had put into these pool do's as she had called them. They had brought along lots of things that I had overlooked; well, I had never had to think about them in the past.
Estelle was to tell me later that Katherine had been given a list of things that I'd forgotten by my girls when she called in the previous evening. I wondered why they hadn't pointed out my oversights to me. When I asked them they said that I was going to be too busy. The lawns needed to be mown before any of the guests arrived.
"Do as you're told, Roger, and don't ask questions." I thought, 'I told you Shirley had trained them, and me, well.'
Just after lunchtime some of the guys who worked for me began to turn up with their wives and girlfriends. As did some of the neighbours with their children.
Katherine and Frank arrived at about half one, with a very quiet Dee in tow. She looked embarrassed to see me at first but was soon playing with Estelle and the children in the pool. I think she was wearing one of Estelle's bathing suits; it looked kind of familiar.
I spent most of the day circulating, often with Russell as company. I think I heard the story of almost everyday of their honeymoon except for the private stuff. It's speculation but I don't think they got out of bed for the first two days. Well, Russell didn't mention those two days anyway. It's funny but sometimes it's what folks don't say that is the most telling.
Around nine in the evening, I thought it was about time the children went to bed. Russell gave me a nudge as Dee went up with Estelle to settle them down. Half an hour later when the two sisters came back down, I went up to kiss my girls goodnight.
"Is that really her, daddy?" My oldest asked me the moment I got into their bedroom.
"Who are you talking about?" I asked.
"Dee. Is she going to be our new mother?" the younger explained.
"Hold on. Where did you two get the idea that there is going to be a new mummy?"
"Don't be silly, Daddy, Mummy told us a long time ago that you'd find another mother for us."
"Oh, she did, did she? And what else did your mummy tell you that she didn't tell me?"
"She said that Estelle's sister would probably be our new mother and we were to help you catch her."
"Catch her? What did she mean by that?"
"Mummy said Dee got away the first time and if you got friendly with her again we should help you catch her."
"Oh, god, Shirley, you've really got me set-up, haven't you?"
"Sorry, daddy, I couldn't hear what you said?"
"Oh, nothing, girls. I was just offering a prayer to your mother. Now give me a kiss goodnight and we'll talk about things tomorrow."
"Is Dee coming over again? We like her."
"I don't know, baby, she might."
"Well, if she doesn't come over, can we go and visit her?"
There comes a time in everyone's life when you have to admit that you are on a loosing wicket and throw the towel in. I figured that this was my time.
"Okay, girls, if Dee doesn't come to see us tomorrow, we will go and see her; now will you both please go to sleep?"
"Goodnight, Daddy." they said in unison. I'm damn sure I heard them giggle as I left the room.
When I got to the stairs, I halted and sat down on the top step. I could hear the party going on outside and someone doing something in the kitchen. For just a little while I needed some time alone, to think about what my girls had said to me.
"Bugger, don't talk rubbish, you bleeding idiot. You've got to think about everything; since Shirley passed on, you've been drifting along without much thought about anything." A little voice in my head seemed to say to me.
It was obvious to me that my girls liked Dee from the moment they saw her. I remembered the way they looked at her at Estelle's wedding. The question was did I like Dee anymore. What a bloody stupid arsed question that was to ask myself! Like her, I loved her; well, I did once, didn't I?
Although it was me who pushed Dee away, because I was not going to share her affections with Tish. Well, Tish wasn't in the equation anymore. But my girls were. Yeah, I think I could see myself sharing my girls with Dee. Hey, how did that question get turned around?
And if I think back, what was it that Shirley had said to me on more than one occasion? "Half of you is enough for me, Roger!" What did Shirley mean by that statement? Had I never given Shirley all my love? Had she known that there was a place in my heart that belonged to Dee? Damn, that woman could read me like a bleeding book.
Bugger, why does life have to be so bloody complicated? Wouldn't it be nice to be one of those people who see everything in black and white? I seemed to have so many different thoughts going on in my mind at the same time.
Right, Roger; let's think this out logically. Do you love Dee? Yes, I'm damn sure I do. Do the girls love Dee? Well, they've only just got to know her; they certainly appear to like her. That's to be expected; there isn't much to dislike about Dee. But they can't love her yet. They have only just met her, but they do appear to be prepared to accept Dee as a surrogate mother without question.
Or now does Dee like the girls? From what I saw of them together by the pool, she's really taken with them. No, I don't think that was an act; Dee's mind doesn't work that way. No, Dee was having a great time with my girls. I could see them bonding together very quickly.
Now the big one. Does Dee still love you? Well, there's only one way to find out the answer to that, you silly sod. Go and ask her.
--------------------------------------
Back outside, most of the folks who were still there were sitting in a big circle on the patio by the pool. Russell was walking around keeping everybody's drinks topped up whilst Frank was still playing with the Bar-B-Q. Scrubbing it down I think. Frank was a more conscientious cook than I ever was.
As I approached the circle of chairs, Katherine got up and came towards me.
"Mercedes and Estelle are in the kitchen doing some of the washing up. I think this would be a good time for you have a talk with Mercedes alone, whilst she's got her hands in the sink. Don't worry, Estelle will make herself scarce when you get in there."

"Between you and my two girls, you're planning to get Dee and I married off a bit quick, aren't you?"
"Roger, I can assure you that none of us has said anything to Mercedes about you and her getting back together. But I'm afraid the girls were asking her some embarrassing questions earlier. We weren't expecting that."
"So I gather. I think Shirley had been making plans for a long time. I just wish she'd let me in on them. Tell me, Katherine, exactly how long did you know Shirley for; you didn't just meet her on her last stay in hospital, did you?"
"Well. No Roger, we met at the Cancer sufferers support group. Didn't you know?"
"No, Shirley never talked about what went on there. So she was cooking this reconciliation between Dee and me for some time then."
"To be honest, Roger, I don't really know. When she found out who I was, Shirley asked me about you and Dee; I told her the truth, as I saw it. But she did say to me more than once that, if you two got back together, she would not have to worry about you and the girls."
"Damn it, I know for sure now that Shirley knew me far better than I know myself."
"Woman's intuition, Roger. You chose a wonderful wife in Shirley. Now why don't you go and have a quiet word with Mercedes."
I went into the kitchen were Dee was washing whilst Estelle dried. I took the drying cloth from Estelle before Dee had realised I'd entered the room. For a few minutes, Dee carried on washing and placing things on the draining board and I took them to dry them.
Then she suddenly stopped what she was doing. She must have seen my arm taking the plate she'd just put down. She turned and looked at me.
"Long time since we've done this together, Dee," I said. Dee didn't reply; she just looked at me. I placed the plate in the rack and held out my hand for the next one. Dee passed me the dirty plate that she had been about to wash.
"Umm, shouldn't it go in the water first?"
"Oh, I'm sorry. I wasn't thinking," she said as she took the plate back and started to wash it.
"I would say you were thinking, but not about the washing up, Dee. Tell me what were you thinking."
"Do you really want to know?"
"I wouldn't ask if I didn't want to know."
"I was thinking what a bloody idiot I am."
"And why is that?"
"Well, I had the chance of spending the rest of my life with you and I threw it away. How could I have been that stupid?"
"Maybe you weren't stupid, Dee. My wife Shirley was a believer, not that I've ever been. But she always did say The Lord moves in mysterious ways. Perhaps if he does exist, and I'm not saying he does, he had a job for me to do before we got married. Now I think that job is over and there's a job for you to do now."
"And what's that?"
"Well, there are two little girls upstairs who are missing a mother. They seem to be of the opinion that you are the chosen one."
Dee looked at me with a confused look in her eye.
"Let's put it this way. They had some nice new dresses they wore as Estelle's bridesmaids, and now they want to wear some more as your bridesmaids."
"Roger, are you asking me to marry you?"
"Well, no, I don't have to ask you that question. I asked you that question years ago; I'm still waiting for you to name the bloody day."
Wrong thing to say. Two plates got broken; the one Dee was washing when she dropped it as she almost fainted and the one I dropped as I went to catch Dee before she fell.
The sound of the plates breaking brought Katherine and Estelle into the kitchen from the hall, followed by two little tykes who should have been in bed. I got the nasty suspicion that they were all eavesdropping out there. And Frank came running in the back door from the garden.
The picture they were presented with was me, holding Dee in my arms. Katherine and Estelle started crying. My girls, who had big grins on their faces, couldn't understand why they were doing that. Nor could they understand why their daddy and Dee had started crying either.



"I thought you two were in bed asleep." I managed to say to them once I had got my emotions under control. "Come on, I'll take you back up."
"No, Roger, I'll do it. I've got to get used to looking after them." Dee said as she extracted herself from my embrace. "Come on, girls, we've got lots to talk about."
--------------------------------------
Katherine worked miracles and a month later was our wedding day. Russell and I got to the church early and I asked him to wait whilst I had a word with Shirley. I walked over to her grave alone.
"Well, girl, you set me up good and proper, didn't you. Now this was your idea so I don't want you getting upset with me over it. I think you're right though; Dee will make a great mother for the girls. Look, Shirley, you do realise what you've done here. Dee is going to want some children of her own sometime, so don't you dare hold it against me when we get all cosy with each other. Well, I'd better go now but I'll be back with the girls in a couple of weeks. Dee and I are going away tomorrow for a week or so. But I'll tell you all about it when we get back. Bye for now, babe."
Ten minutes later I was standing before that same alter again. Only this time I'd changed places with Russell. I've got to admit I was surprised that my family, without exception, had all turned out. I think that was Katherine's doing; she can be a very persuasive woman when she wants to be.
The thing I was curious about was, that eight of my workers were all dressed in identical new suits. Most unusual for that lot, unless they got a job lot from somewhere, which I doubted. They were sitting on the ends of the pews by the aisles, not with their respective loved ones. I smelt a rat; they were up to something.
As the service ended all eight of them got up and left the church before Dee and I had started the parade out. As we walked through the main door, the guys, standing in two neat lines confronted us. Long handled shovels at the shoulder. Someone called out a command and the shovels were first placed at the present and then into a line of arches for Dee and I to walk under.
"You buggers!" I said to them as we stopped under the arches, whilst the photographer took pictures.
"We ain't finished yet, Rog!" one of them said under his breath in reply. I wondered what the buggers had planned next.
Then we had the normal photo call. During the photo call, Dee came into possession of a large bouquet of flowers. When the photographer had finished and we began to make our way toward the waiting limousine, Dee suddenly stopped.
"Will you wait here for me a moment, Roger, there's something I've got to do. Now please don't move."
I stood and watched as Dee walked over to Shirley's grave, and placed the bouquet she was holding on it alongside the one I'd left there before the wedding service. For a few moments she stood there alone. I could tell she was saying something. But I, like everyone else could not hear what she said. I figured it was private, between her and Shirley. Then she signalled to my girls who joined her and placed their small bouquets on their mother's grave as well. Now I realised where the three bouquets came from at Estelle's wedding. Obvious if I'd only thought about it.
Once Dee rejoined me, we continued our way towards the limousine only to see it move away as we got near. It was replaced by my old Bedford van. The last time I'd seen it was three weeks before when they guys decided our yard needed a clean up, I thought it had gone to the breakers yard.
Now it stood there looking better than I think I'd ever seen it. Bright new paint work, ribbons hanging from the ladders mounted on the roof rack and a liveried chauffeur at the wheel. The boys opened the sliding side door; they had kited the back out with a sofa for Dee and I to sit on.
"It's a convertible, boss! If you get impatient just pull the lever under the arm and you've got a bed." One of the boys whispered to me, with a smile on his face.
With smiles all round, Dee and I climbed inside. The sliding door was locked in the open position for the short drive to the hotel where the reception was being held.
-------------------------------------------------
That night Dee and I spent our first night together as man and wife. I awoke at some unearthly hour in the morning to the sound of Dee sobbing.
"What's wrong, babe?" I asked. What a stupid inane way to ask her.
"Nothing. I'm just so happy, but I'm annoyed with myself for how I behaved towards you. I thought you would wait forever."
"Well, we're together forever now, so stop dwelling on the past," I said as I took her in my arms and kissed her.
Our past was never mentioned again. The girls started calling Dee Mother very quickly. I noted they only ever called Dee "mother" and never "mummy", as that was what they'd called Shirley. Whose idea the difference was, I don't know. But I would often hear Dee ask the girls how mummy would do this or that. Dee would always do as Shirley had, before her.
------------------------------------------------------
Several years were to pass before that train sounded its whistle in that tunnel again. We had all settled down to watch a video one evening when the telephone rang. Our eldest answered it, whilst I paused the video.
"Who's calling?" I heard my daughter ask.
"Mother, it's for you. Someone called Porticia."
Dee took the telephone from my daughter and after pressing the speakerphone function replaced the handset.
"Hi, Tish. How are you keeping?"
"Oh, Dee, how wonderful to hear your voice. Dee, I'm in a real state. I caught George running around on me, so I'm getting divorced. I really could do with meeting up with you for a chat. You know, we could get together like the old times."
"Well, yes, I suppose I could meet you and we could do lunch, Tish. Hold on a moment whilst I check my diary," Dee said as she picked up her handbag.
I couldn't believe what I was hearing. Dee was going to get back with Porticia. Dee saw the amazed expression on my face and smiled at me.
"What's the date today?" Dee asked no one in particular.
"The third of August," came Porticia's dismembered voice from the phone.
"How about the sixth of August 2026?" Dee said. "I might be free that day."
"Did you say 2026, Dee? That's twenty years away. You must be joking!" Porticia replied.
"No, Tish, I'm quite serious. All of our three children should be out of the house by then, so I should be able to find some time to do lunch with you."
"Three children! I thought Roger only had two?"
"No, actually Roger and I have two and a bit at the moment. There is a chance it could well be two and two bits. After all, twins do run in my family. Goodbye, Porticia, give me a call in about twenty years. With any luck we'll have changed our phone number by then."
Dee switched off the telephone, and then sat back in her chair staring at me, with a silly grin on her face. Our two girls were quicker on the up-take than I was, and they started to laugh.
Suddenly I realised what Dee had just said to Porticia.
"Twin's?" I asked
"Well, that's what the doctor thinks, but it's a little early to be sure yet." Dee replied. "I was hoping to know for sure, before I told you and the girls."
Life goes on.



        Understanding Proper English

        Seventh revision: English as The Wanderer writes it.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/understanding-proper-english

Title: Understanding Proper English

Author: The Wanderer

Category: How To

Description: Seventh revision: English as The Wanderer writes it.

Tags: british slang, ensligh slang, british english, english english
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Seventh revision. Includes some suggestions and requests by readers from all over the place.
More demented ravings by The Wanderer (with some help from readers and friends).
A note and disclaimer by The Wanderer.
The original synopsis for this document, it plainly said "English as The Wanderer writes it" if you don't like that, "Bollocks!" I've been kicking around this country for over sixty years now. If a reader hasn't come across the words being used in the same context, there ain't much that I can do about it. This originally was a list of words and phrases that I've come into contact with over the years and their use as I understand them. If you don't like my list, then write your own bleeding one. On the other hand there are many words and phrases I've haven't heard and I'm happy to add them if you'd like to send them to me
This is not and does not claim to be a complete list of English colloquial words and phrases. It is just a list of them that I have commonly come across or might use in my stories and that I'm have been made aware that some folks might not be familiar with and have difficulty understanding. Plus there are some words and information that I've added purely for interest value.
If you find you have trouble understanding something in one of my tales, you could well find the answer here. If you don't, please feel free to drop me a line and I will try to explain it to you, then I can add it to this list.
However, I must point out there are many variations in the use and meaning of the words in different parts of the UK. I'll ask my fellow countrymen to help me here, if they spot any, what they consider inconsistencies in the list; please let me know what the word commonly means where you live and then I can add that to the list.
To make life easy, please mark all emails on this subject "Do What?"

Colloquial words in the UK, can take on different meanings depending on the context, your location and/or whose company they are used in. I've already mentioned about different meanings in different parts of the UK. Please don't blame me if you use the wrong word in the wrong way or part of the country and find yourself in a compromising situation.
As an example, I'll take the word "Prat" or "Pratt". (Both spellings are in common use.)
"Prat" is a word you wouldn't normally use when the vicar comes to tea. But it can be used in mixed company where it should normally be taken to mean "A foolish person".
However when used amongst the boys, maybe in anger down at the pub or in the workplace, it can also mean the backside or buttocks.
To try to explain further, if a friend does something silly or stupid, you can call him a Prat - often phrased "You silly Prat!" (Preferably with a smile on your face). You are in effect calling him a fool, and he'll generally laugh with you.
However if you call somebody a Prat in an argument or because you don't like them. Then you are, in effect, calling them an arsehole. Any resultant punch-up is your own responsibility, not mine!
A word about rhyming slang. This is attributed to having been created by Cockney's in East London. But the same idea can often be found in use all over the country.
In Cockney rhyming slang, usually only the one part (normally the first, but not always) of the rhyme is used. This is a useful way to tell whether someone is "putting it on", and it is not his/her usual form of speech. i.e. if someone was referring to a new suit they might say "How'd you like the whistle?" They should definitely not say, "Do you like my new Whistle and Flute?
I have included some of the rhyming slang that some members of my family - who were not Cockneys by the way - used in their normal speech whilst I was growing up. Most of these will, on occasions, still be heard and understood in nearly all of Southeast England. I'm not too sure about the rest of the UK; but to my knowledge, I have normally been understood.
Just a little note about grammar! I often get comments on some of the grammar in my tales of woe. Well, I'll just say that normally my stories are told in the first person and I try to write as people think and talk. In your thoughts and when you speak, you don't think and talk in proper grammatical English. Well, I don't and I'm afraid I've never come across anyone who actually does. I'm not trying to write bloody English textbooks here!
And one further point. English English and American English are not spelt the same. Actually if it comes down to brass tacks we use a slightly different alphabet. We have Z pronounced zed, whereas over the pond, I'm pretty sure they have a Z pronounced zee! It might not sound like much but it does make a difference.
There are quite a few, sometimes subtle and sometimes not so subtle differences between British and American spelling that show-up with regularity. Especially for me, because both of the editors who have kindly accepted the unenviable task of reading through my stories to try to make some sense of them, come from the other side of the pond. Actually I think they are both closet masochists, but don't let on that I told you.
English dictionaries differentiate between colloquial English, slang and coarse slang. Quite a lot of what can be found bellow can be considered as belonging to the later definition.
DC
The Wanderer
Abbreviations - Police officer ranks. PC - Police Constable, DC - Detective Constable, DS - Detective Sergeant, DI - Detective Inspector, DCI - Detective Chief Inspector. There are more but you get the general idea. Also in the past, I think that many of them could be prefixed by a "W", to denote a female police officer, political correctness and women's lib have made the distinction obsolete.
A lady of the night -- A Prostitute
A Monkey -- £500
A Pony -- £25
A runner -- (he did a runner) -- Run away from a situation or responsibilities.
A4 -- Standard European paper size as used in most offices.
AC/DC -- Bisexual.
Across the pond -- the other side of the Atlantic
Affray -- A breach of the peace by fighting or rioting in public. Catchall offence, can be used by the British police to arrest anybody whose actions could be construed to instil fear in the general public.
Antipodes -- Australia and New Zealand
Any Bottle -- Any good
Artic (articulated lorry) -- A lorry consisting of two or more sections connected by a flexible joint. (In North America a semi-trailer).
Are you still with us? -- Are you understanding what (1) we are saying? (2) is going on.
At her majesty's pleasure -- In prison
Ay-Up -- Used when attracting someone's attention.
Back door (on the road) -- Someone travelling behind you, that you are reporting road conditions to or the presence of the police approaching from the rear. Usually by CB radio.
Ball and chain -- The wife
Bedlam -- A scene of uproar and confusion; a madhouse; an asylum. (From the Victorian mental "Hospital of St Mary of Bethlehem" in Lambeth London. Now the Imperial War Museum.) [Out of interest my family routes are in Lambeth]
Boat race (The Boat Race) -- Traditional yearly race between Oxford and Cambridge university rowing eight's held over a course on the river Thames in London. Considered to be the toughest race of its kind.
Before you can say Jack Robinson. -- Something happening extremely quickly
Between you, me and the gatepost. -- Keep this to yourself.
Blimey -- Expressing surprise or alarm.
Blew-out -- Something that was planned and then cancelled
Bloomin -- I haven't got the foggiest idea, I can never recall anyone ever using the word, except characters pretending to be English in the movies. I can only assume they thought it up to replace the blasphemies in common use.
Boffin -- scientist or technician, originally a person engaged in scientific (esp. military) research. Now is commonly understood to mane any scientist or technician
Bollocks -- Testicles, also a term of frustration or insult. Hey, just heard that Wilma Flintstone used the word in one of the Flintstones cartoons, apparently there was a little bit of strife over it.
Bonnet (in reference to automobiles) -- Engine cover (in North America, the hood)
Bottle/d out -- Chicken/ed out.
Boot (in reference to automobiles) -- luggage compartment (in North America, the trunk)
Bottoms up! -- Cheers
Brass tacks -- actual details; real business (get down to brass tacks).
Brief (1) (My Brief) -- Solicitor or barrister representing the person talking. Attorney or lawyer in U.S.
Brief (2) -- Legal document allowing the holder to undertake his profession i.e. a truck or bus drivers licence.
Bristols (Bristol City's) -- Breasts; tits (rhyming slang)
Bristol fashion -- All ship shape and Bristol fashion is/was a nautical term meaning "All ready to put to sea". Nowadays it is taken to mean everything is prepared and ready, as it should be.
BT -- British Telecom the main landline telephone service supplier in the UK. Well they supply and maintain the exchanges lines etc.
Bullshit -- I believe what you just said is untrue. (You know, what politicians talk.)
Bullshitter -- Someone who talks bullshit (tells lies) to make themselves appear what they are not. (Bloody hell politicians again!)
Bungalow -- Single storeyed (note spelling) house
Chinese box (in reference to automobiles, trucks etc.) -- Awkward or unusual gearbox gate. (Layout of gears on selector.)
Clean ticket/brief/licence -- Driver licence without any penalty points. See points.
Cobblers -- nonsense. Don't talk cobblers.
Cockney -- A native of East London, born within sound of Bow Bells. It can be considered an extreme insult to call other Londoners Cockneys, both to them and to true Cockneys. If you don't know a person's origin, don't use the name.
Colonial cousin -- In theory any person who is a citizen of one of GB's current or former colonies. In practice, it mostly appears to be reserved to refer to citizens of the USA. Canadians for example are often referred to as Colonial Brothers/Sisters. Or (but less common) our brothers and sisters from across the pond.
Cor -- Expressing surprise, excitement, etc. (useable in polite company)
Cor Blimey -- Expressing surprise, excitement, etc. (useable in a little less polite company)
Could I have that in writing? -- Someone has made a compliment or said something flattering about the speaker.
Daisy's (Daisy roots) -- Boots (rhyming slang)
Didicoi -- A gypsy or itinerant tinker.
Derv -- Diesel fuel (from Diesel Engine Road Vehicle)
Ding-dong -- 1. An intense argument or fight. 2. A riotous party.
Dodgy -- Illegal, awkward, unreliable, tricky.
Doolally -- Loose one's cool, get excited or angry very vocally
Do what? -- I don't understand what (1) you are talking about (2) you want me to do.
Don't get out of your pram -- Don't lose your temper or get annoyed
Drekly -- Cornish word, derived from directly with the meaning of immediately. But tempered by the laid-back attitude of the Cornish people. When someone says they will do something Drekly, it will be done with their sense of urgency, not yours!
Duff -- worthless, counterfeit, useless, broken.
Duffed-up -- Beaten-up.
Duffer -- an inefficient, useless, or stupid person. Quite often an old person, "old duffer". A bit like me really!
Eff / Effing -- A slightly less offensive replacement for Fuck and Fucking.
Emmett -- Non-local person, (West Country) normally applies to holidaymakers.
Falling down water -- Alcoholic drink, normally beer, ale or lager
Fanny -- Generally the buttocks. Caution: in many parts of the UK, it's used to refer to the female genitalia.
Feel one's ears burning. -- Believe someone is talking about you behind your back.
Flat -- A set of rooms, usually on one floor, used as a residence.
For all I know. -- I have no knowledge on the subject. This statement is normally followed by an unlikely explanation of what has just happened.
For what its worth. -- The speaker is not sure whether their opinion is important to you, but they are going to give it to you anyway.
Frog -- French person
Front -- Impudence; insolently disrespectful; impertinent. He/she's got some front!
Front door (on the road) -- Someone travelling ahead of you reporting back to you on road conditions etc. or the presence of the police. Usually by CB radio.
Fuddy-duddy -- old-fashioned or quaintly fussy person.
Fuzz the police or can refer to the hair around the genitals. Hence the expression "grabbed by the fuzz can mean being arrested, Or something much more painful
Get back into your pram -- You've lost your temper. Get your emotions under control.
Get cracking! -- Move quickly
Git -- A silly or contemptible person.
Gift of the gab -- the facility of speaking eloquently or profusely. Normally someone with the gift of the gab will talk you out of your money, or almost any woman into bed.
Glove box (in reference to automobiles) -- Locker built into a cars dashboard usually with a cover flap on it.
Go faster stripes -- The assortment of bolt on goodies that are fitted to standard production cars to make them look like they are something they aren't, like rally or up-rated cars. See Poser.
Go juice -- Petrol or diesel fuel
Go on, I'll buy it! -- I don't know the answer - I might believe what you are telling me.
Goolies -- The testicles
Goose -- Grope, poke or pinch someone's bottom. Normally unwelcome.
Governor (Guv or Guv-na) -- The Licensee of a Public House or Bar. In work, the boss
Grog -- Alcoholic spirit watered down. Originally the rum ration that was issued to the Royal Navy seamen.
Guinea -- Sum of money equal to 21 old British shillings (now £1.05) was often used in auctions and by the legal profession. Yes, it was a con to make the headline price look less, 20gns = £21.
Gulper -- Gulp of a RN sailors rum ration given to another sailor in return for a favour.
Hard-shoulder (on the road) -- carriageway along side a motorway for use in emergency's only.
HMG -- Her Majesty's Government
Head case -- see Nutter
Heath Robinson -- Absurdly ingenious and impracticable in design or construction. That quite often, but not always, works!
Hello, hello, hello! -- An expression supposedly used by English policemen. That 'sort' disappeared donkeys' years ago.
Here we go again. -- A repeat of a usually unpleasant experience is about to start.
Hoi polloi -- in use "the hoi polloi" (note, no caps) 1. the masses; the common people. 2. the majority.
Hood (in reference to automobiles) -- Folding canvas roof on a convertible or sports car.
Hooray Henry -- (note, capital letters are used) a rich ineffectual young man, esp. one who is fashionable, extroverted, and conventional. Although it's handy if you went to the right public school, and mummy or daddy has a few bob in the bank (its not actually necessary for them to pay their bills), or at least one of them has some spurious claim to a title of some kind. The most important prerequisites to becoming a Hooray Henry appear to be. A. speaking with a plum in your mouth (or at least trying too). B. Looking down on anyone who actually does a job of work with there hands for a living. C. And - most importantly - ensuring that everyone in whatever establishment you are in at the time, knows that they/he have arrived. The normally method of achieving this is by speaking - not shouting - as loudly as humanly possible.
How come…? -- Why was that?
Hump (1) -- Have sexual intercourse with.
Hump (2) -- A fit of depression or vexation. The 'h' is often dropped in pronunciation i.e. "He's got the ump!"
I didn't get/come off the boat yesterday! -- You're not fooling me, I'm not that dumb.
I wasn't born yesterday. -- That's bullshit, don't take me for a fool!
I've got a bone to pick with you! -- There's something I'm not happy about, and I believe you are responsible.
Jack Robinson -- Before you can say "Jack Robinson" is a way of expressing immediacy; something will be done straight away. There is one suggested origin involving the habit of an eccentric gentleman who was renowned for his constant change of mind. He often abandoned a social call and you had to be quick to catch Jack Robinson. This is the origin given in 1811. (ref: http://www.phrases.org.uk).
Jam Sandwich -- Police car. Derives from police cars had an orange stripe around them; English police cars tend to have yellow and blue reflective panels nowadays.
JCB -- A type of mechanical excavator with a shovel at the front and a digging arm at the rear. Named after J. C. Bamford, the original makers. Although made by other manufacturers as well, JCB appears to have become the generic name.
Jungle juice -- Alcoholic beverage, normally a spirit or cocktail
Karzi -- Lavatory, if being specific, the pan.
Keep schtum -- Keep your mouth shut and tell no one
Keep your shirt on! -- Don't lose your temper or get annoyed
Keep your hair on! -- Don't lose your temper or get annoyed
Kosher -- Legal. Everything is as it should be.
kibosh (also kybosh) -- "put the kibosh on" put an end to; finally dispose of. (also can mean "nonsense", but I've never come across it being used that way).
Knackered -- Sometimes pronounced "k-nackered", extremely tired after working hard or a strenuous physical workout. "He's knackered himself."
Knackers -- The testicles.
Knickers -- Ladies panties.
Lady Muck -- Woman with delusions of grandeur.
Laid-back -- Relaxed, unbothered, easygoing.
Lash-up -- A makeshift or improvised structure or arrangement.
Lay/laid -- Have/had sexual intercourse.
Left hooker (in reference to automobiles) -- Left hand drive vehicle.
Leg it -- Run for it
Leg-less -- inebriated, pissed as a newt.
Let the cat out of the bag. -- Divulge a secret
Like Fuck -- I'm not going to accept that.
Lively -- Run for it
Loo -- Toilet
Look lively -- Be alert and/or move quickly
Look Sharp! -- Be alert and/or move quickly
Lord Muck -- Man with delusions of grandeur
Make it snappy! -- Hurry up
Make yourself scarce -- Vacate the immediate area as soon and as quickly as possible
Maisonette -- A part of a house, block of flats, etc., forming separate living accommodations, usually having a separate entrance accessible from outside the building on ground level. If they have a communal entrance they are usually (but not always) termed as flats.
Moniker -- Name
MT -- empty. Normally written on the outside of closed containers.
Mum's the word! -- This is a secrete tell no one
My better half. -- My spouse
Nature calls. -- I need to go to the lavatory.
Navvy -- A labourer employed in building or excavating roads, canals, etc. Generally Irish nowadays, and it is/was often used as a generic term for Irish building workers who were famed for getting the job done.
Nice one --(or more often "Nice one Son!") a congratulation for a job well done. Comes from a football supporter's chant.



Nick -- The act of stealing something.
Nick (2) -- The act of arrest by a police officer.
Nick (3) -- Refers to the condition of something i.e. in good nick.
Nick (4) -- Police station or prison
Nick (5) Australian slang -- Move quickly or furtively
Nitty-gritty -- The realities or practical details of a matter.
Not Kosher -- Illegal or something isn't as it should be
Nutcase -- A crazy or foolish person. Could be considered dangerous.
Nutter -- A crazy person. Generally considered dangerous.
Old Duffer -- Old man.
On a loosing wicket. -- In an augment that can't be won. A no-win situation.
On the game (She's on the game!) -- A female working as a prostitute
On top of the world -- Extremely happy and feeling good
Over the pond -- The other side of the Atlantic ocean (Northern Hemisphere)
Pax -- A call for a truce.
Pax (2) -- Short hand used in the travel industry to describe a number of people on a tour, aircraft etc. i.e. 40 Pax or sometimes written Pax 40 = means there are forty people in the group.
Palaver -- a prolonged or tiresome affair or business
Pear Shaped -- Something has not gone as planned, normally disastrously wrong.
Piece on the side -- Mistress or second girlfriend.
Pie-eyed -- inebriated
Pigs might fly. -- What has just been said is untrue or is highly unlikely to be true.
Pissed as a newt -- inebriated, Leg-less
Play the game -- Act in a fair manner and/or play within the rules of the game.
Pocket (in reference to automobiles) -- Compartment built into a car's door for the purpose of storing junk. Normally the wrong shape or size to fit anything of use into. But the reviewers in car magazines will go into raptures over them.
Points (in reference to automobiles and driving) -- Points are collected on driving licences for driving violations. Once you collect too many you are suspended from driving.
Poseur or Poser -- Person who has an inflated opinion of himself and/or his looks and thinks that everybody is admiring him (when actually they are usually laughing at him). Normally he drives a flash car and seems to think that the size of his penis is somehow related to the noise the cars exhaust makes. Girls who date posers have a very disappointing sex life.
Prat -- A foolish person or buttocks / arse. When used to describe someone not liked, he's being called an arsehole.
Prang -- Accident. Originally a RAF term for damaging or crashing an aircraft. Now sometimes used to refer to minor road traffic accidents
Puts out (She puts out) -- She will have sexual intercourse.
Putting it on -- Pretending to be something you are not.
Quicker than greased lightning -- something happening extremely quickly
Rag -- Normally "Rag Week", excuse for college and university students to get up to all kinds of nefarious mischief, under the guise of collecting for charity. Not quite as high profile as they used to be in my day.
Right hooker (in reference to automobiles) -- Right hand drive vehicle.
Rise and shine! -- Get out of bed quickly and look fresh!
Rocking Horse Shit -- An extremely rare commodity. Difficult, if not impossible to obtain!
Roger or rogering -- Have/having sexual intercourse with.
Rozer -- Police officer
Run for it! -- Vacate the immediate area as soon and as quickly as possible
Sally Ann -- Salvation Army
SAS -- UK armed forces, Special Air Service.
SBS -- UK armed forces, Special Boat Squadron, marine equivalent of the Special Air Service.
Scarper -- Run away as quickly as you can.
Scarpered -- Has run away or escaped
Scrubber -- A sexually promiscuous woman.
Sectioned -- Cause a person to be compulsorily committed to a psychiatric hospital in accordance with a section of the mental health act.
Shag / Shagged -- sexual intercourse, had sexual intercourse.
Shagged out -- Extremely tired, after working hard or a strenuous physical workout. Alright yes, see the entry above as well!
She who must be obeyed -- The wife
Shift your arse -- Get a move on or move to a different seat.
Silly cow -- stupid woman. Insult that can sometimes be used in jest.
Sippers -- Sip of a RN sailors Rum ration given to another sailor in return for a favour.
Slapper -- Woman of loose morals
Smeg / Smegging -- I believe a word invented by the writers of the TV series Red Dwarf. Intended - I believe - to replace the words fuck and fucking (or any similar blasphemies) that the character would most likely have used in real life. They now appear to have entered the popular vernacular. Any Scouser's who know different, I'd be glad to here from you?
Snog / Snogging -- kiss / kissing. Long unbroken kiss.
Spiv -- A man often characterised by flashy dress, who makes a living by illicit or unscrupulous dealings. Rarely used nowadays
Sprog -- a child; a baby
Squire -- For addressing another man. Shows respect but not subservience. Most often used by Taxi Cab and commercial vehicle drivers
Strides -- Trousers
Strife -- Trouble of any kind
Stroppy -- bad-tempered; awkward to deal with.
Suspension -- Woman's large breasts, as in "Look at the suspension on that!"
Sweeper -- Someone who has the job of following behind a group to make sure no one gets lost and/or that no evidence of the groups passing is noticeable. (From sweeping up.)
Tacho (tachograph) -- Device fitted to all heavy goods vehicles and coaches, that records time it is in motion and its speed. To prevent the driver from exceeding his statutory permitted driving hours or the speed limit.
Taking the Mickey -- Making fun of someone
Tail end Charley -- Someone at the rear of the group of people or a convoy of vehicles.
Tail gate/ing -- Driving too close to the vehicle in front.
Terraced house -- any one of a row of houses joined by party walls.
That's a turn-up for the book! -- An unexpected occurrence. Something so rare a note should be made of it.
That's rich! -- That's ridiculous!
The Bill -- The Police
The Job -- The name police officers use to refer to their profession.
The Nick -- A police station, a prison,
The penny dropped -- The meaning of what is being said or is happening has finally been understood
The salt of the earth. -- An expression used to describe people who are reliable, but who don't necessarily appear to be.
The Scrubs -- Wormwood Scrubs Prison in West London.
The Smoke -- Refers to a large urban conurbation. Commonly Birmingham, London or Manchester by people in the surrounding areas. But I believe it is also used to refer to other large towns or cities.
The world and his wife. -- Anybody and everybody.
The Zoo -- (to a Londoner) the Zoological Gardens in Regents Park London, which claims to be the first true zoo in the world. However the sign outside says London Zoo nowadays.
Throw a Wobbly -- Have a fit of nerves or temper.
Titfer (tit for tat) -- Hat (rhyming slang)
Tits up -- A plan has gone wrong. I believe its origin come from sheep who die when they get stuck on their back when they are trying to roll.
Ton -- A ton; the ton. 100 miles per hour.
Tosspot -- Insult - Generally used to describe an incompetent idiot.
Tosser -- See tosspot
Totter -- someone collects sells usable items from refuse and around the streets as an occupation.
Totty -- Good looking females who could be looking for male company, (That night club was is always full of totty). It's not a normally considered a derogatory term. Just a general description.
Two a penny. -- Very cheap and common
Up for it -- prepared to try something, (anything!).
U.S. -- useless; no longer serviceable.
Village Bike -- woman or girl who "puts out" to anyone.
V.O.R. (in reference to road vehicles) Vehicle Of Road, un-roadworthy.
Wag -- A person who can be humorous or likes to play practical jokes.
Wakey wakey -- Wake up and get with it.
Wanker -- Insult - Man who masturbates all the time. Generally used to describe someone who is incompetent at their job or what they are trying to do.
Were you born in a barn/field? -- You've left the door open. Close it!
What the fuck? -- Expression of surprise normally querying what is happening.
Where's it too. -- Where do/can I find it. (Cornish)
Whistle (Whistle and flute) -- Gentleman's two or three piece Suit (Rhyming Slang)
Wide-boy -- originally a man skilled in dishonest practices or a spiv. But nowadays often refers to anyone who's got "the gift of the gab" and really can't (or shouldn't) be trusted. Most car salesmen and company wolves included.
Wobbly -- Illegal; unreliable.
Wonders will never cease! -- (1) Something has happened that you never thought would. (2) Someone has done something that you never expected him or her to do.
Words fail me -- You stupid idiot, I just don't know how to describe my feelings about what you have done
Working Girl -- A prostitute
Yonks -- a long time (haven't seen them for yonks).
Zonked out -- see Knackered
If it ain't listed, drop me a line and I'll try to add it.
Further notes:
Another point that can confuse some folks is how we English number the floors in buildings. Which some folk have found little difficult to understand at first sight or if you haven't visited the country (or some other country where the same system is used). Its getting confusing for us as well now, because there seems to have been a change in the way things are done in the last twenty years or so. But to specify the difference, the floors are often called "levels" in these newer buildings.
Right back to the old way of doing things. The floor at ground level has by tradition been called the ground floor. The next floor up is called the first floor and so on. Consequently a first floor flat or office is to be found on the second storey of the building. Lift (elevator) panels are often numbered G, 1, 2 etc. (Although if they are labelled L1, L2, L3 etc. Level 1 is the ground or street level floor, if you're lucky).
--------------------------
I noted the other day that someone didn't understand one of the common acronyms that are in use in the UK. I'm working on adding some of those to this list the future. There are many that I've heard over the years but can't bring them to mind at the present time, I'd be please if the readers can send any they know of to me.
--------------------------
I've also came across a free site that some folks might prove helpful, http://www.phrases.org.uk

This document is under permanent revision.
The Wanderer
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I thank my LadyCibelle and Techsan for their patience, proof reading, editing skills and of course encouragement. I'd also like to add that we don't always see eye to eye, so I take full responsibility for the content and any cock-ups in this story.
Bad Day
Yeah, it had been a bad day from the beginning. My wife Carol had been away visiting her sister Mary for the week and was due home that evening. I knew that she'd have a lot to say about my housekeeping skills when she arrived home as well. Well, I had planned to really get the place sorted the evening before, but some of the boys had shown up and wanted to play cards.
At first I'd refused and told them I needed to get the house sorted before Carol got home. But then one of the guys said they'd all pitch in and help clear the place up after the game. Yeah, great plan, but four hours and far too many cans of beer later that idea was completely forgotten about as some of the guys who could still walk went home whilst a couple of others passed out in the lounge.
Friday morning my two friends who'd stayed over and I had all overslept. I had a head that felt like someone had climbed inside and was trying to find his way out again using a Kango hammer. I dashed out of the house as fast as I could; Fridays are always really busy days for me at work.
When I arrived at the office, some Wanker had parked in my space; probably assuming that as I wasn't there on time, I wasn't coming into the office that day. Quite a lot of my working time is spent out of the office, visiting our companies various building projects around town.
I had to park what seemed like a bloody mile away and walk back to the office. Then I got a flea in my ear from my boss about being late for work and my secretary met me with a whole load of messages about things that had apparently gone wrong on just about every job we had on the go.
So still feeling like shit, I had to walk back to my car before I could drive around the various sites to discover what was so important it couldn't wait until Monday. But not before I'd found the tosser who'd parked his car in my bloody parking bay and tore him off a strip.
The traffic was horrendous as it normally is on Fridays and getting around the sites took all bloody morning. My head was thumping and just about every so-called urgent problem could really have waited a few days.
When I got back to the office about lunchtime, the car that had been parked in my bay that morning had gone. But some other bastard had parked his car in there. It was as I was bollocking that guy that my boss called me to join him and a potential customer in conference.
I hoped that they would like to talk over lunch, as I had eaten nothing since the night before and I was beginning to feel really hungry by then. I was also hoping that if I got something substantial in my stomach, I would stop feeling queasy and it might even manage to do something for my headache as well.
Several times I suggested that we go out and eat, but neither my boss nor the client seemed interested. It was nearly four o'clock when the meeting finally broke up and I still had a whole load of work on my desk to do.
My head still aching, I gave most of the reports I was supposed to peruse little more than a cursory glance. I asked my secretary to go out and find me something to eat. Unfortunately all the local sandwich shops had closed up early as they normally do on Fridays. I won't say what she came back with, but I think it was getting ready to walk away on its own. I didn't eat it.
By six o'clock, I'd finally managed to clear my desk, so that I could leave the by-then deserted office. Everybody else had left hours before. The drive home was in the thick of traffic again. Really I could have done with stopping off for something to eat on the way. But I had housework to do before I went to collect Carol from the station.
Entering the house I took some more aspirin. Shit, I'd tried everything that day but nothing seemed to have any effect on my headache. I thought about my shotgun, but that would have made even more mess for me to clear up. Yeah, I'm pretty sure that Carol could wake the dead when she gets on her high horse.
So there I was, vacuum cleaner in one hand, duster in the other, dashing around like a blue arsed fly when the bloody phone rang. It was Mary, telling me she'd dropped Carol at the station her end and watched her get on the train. I was instructed that I should be at the local station to pick Carol up at nine forty-five.
We exchanged a few pleasantries as you do, although I really can't stand my sister-in-law. She'd really stitched-up her husband Garry big-time in the divorce. I'd liked Garry and I was damn sure the little bitch had been running around on him. I'm not sure what made me so convinced, but there were things that didn't add up about her. And her claims that Garry had knocked her about, which he vehemently denied. But once Mary had the judge convinced, the poor sod didn't have a leg to stand on. He was bloody lucky he never went down for it.
Mary's phone call over, I set about my task with a vengeance and I was quite pleased with my efforts by the time I was putting the house-cleaning gear away at eight-thirty. But then I realised I hadn't emptied the rubbish bin in the kitchen. When I got outside, I realised I'd forgotten to put the bin out for the council guys to empty that week. I could just imagine Carol's voice. "That dustbin smells terribly. Why didn't you put it out for the men?"
I did a bit of lateral thinking and I thought it would be prudent of me to shove the bin-bag in the back of my car and drop it in the skip on the building site down the end of the road on my way to the station. I'd have to spray some smellys around the car, but I was sure that Carol wouldn't figure out why.
Best laid plans of mice and men and all that. I'd carefully tied the top of the bag, but as I was carrying it to the garage to put it into the car, when it got snagged on the door jamb. The damn thing ripped open showering crap everywhere. Almost in panic, I retrieved another bag from the kitchen draw and set about the disgusting task of picking all the rubbish up again. But as I was doing so something caught my eye.
A little cardboard envelope with the word "Durex" printed on it. Oh, for you folks down in the Antipodes, I'm told Durex is or was the name of the biggest selling brand of sticky tape down there. Whether that's true or not, unfortunately Durex is the name of one of the leading, or most famous, brands of contraceptives in the UK.
Now as I'd had a vasectomy after our youngest was born seventeen years before, I couldn't see that Carol had any reason to have Durex in the house. Strangely you might think, I do keep some Trojans in the garage though. Mainly to keep my matches in when I go hiking and camping on the moor with the Boy Scouts. I help out with the Scouts sometimes.
Okay, you can understand that some little bells, or should I say, rather large bells were ringing in my head. What would Carol possibly want with Durex? No prizes for giving me the answer to that one; I was already there.
Okay, time for some quick thinking. Contraceptives equal shagging, and they are used as protection against becoming pregnant and/or catching a disease. Well, for a start, I haven't got any diseases (that I know of anyway) and I can't make Carol pregnant because I've had the chop. So just who was it Carol has been shagging and when?
Further searching amongst the rubbish turned up two more empty Durex packets. Fuck me, Carol, at three rubbers to a packet; that means you shagged someone nine times last week. No, come on, think sensibly, man. Carol's been away at Mary's all week and you're quite sure that Mary puts it about a bit. Now here you find the outer packets for nine Durex. Jesus Christ, Carol went off on a bleeding fucking spree with her sister. Well, that's the most logical conclusion I could come up with.
I was very pleased with my self-control when I picked Carol up from the station. I was five minutes late and she was annoyed at being kept waiting. Carol was even more annoyed that I didn't get out of the car to put her suitcase in the boot. She did ask me what the other cases were doing in there but I steadfastly refused to reply to her. I think it was my silence that first gave her the idea that something was cooking.
Out of the corner of my eye, I could see her looking around as we drove, she obviously realised that we weren't headed for our own house and I think my not replying to her gibes at the station had unnerved her. She didn't actually speak again until we pulled up outside her mother's house.
"Why are we here?" Carol asked. I could hear the trepidation in her voice.
"Because this is where I assume you're going to you live from now on."
"What are you talking about?"
"Well, you really don't expect to live in my house after you've shagged nine men. Or was it one man nine times. Although you might have brought some more, so it could be a hundred men or one man a hundred times for all I know. No matter, you are no longer a wife of mine."
"Have you gone mad? What the hell are you talking about?" Carol's words were confident but her voice was definitely not the commanding one she usually used.
"Carol, you went to Mary's prepared for an orgy that I assume you've enjoyed. No wife of mine is going to fuck around on me and expect to remain my wife. Now, please, get out of my car and take your gear with you. It's in those other cases in the back; you can collect what else you want over the weekend."
"But I don't know what you're talking about. I haven't been with anyone."
"Okay, prove it."
"How?"
I fished the empty Durex packets from my pocket and threw them on the dashboard. "Just put the original contents back inside those."
Carol picked up one of the packets. "What are these? Oh, contraceptives! Where did you get these from?"
I've got to give it to her; she really did look confused. I'd have given Carol top marks for acting.
"Where you left them. Where do you think I got them?"
"But I've never seen them before."
"I don't believe you, Carol. Now if you can't put the contents back, please get out of the car so that I can go home."
"No!"
I hadn't bargained for this. I thought once she knew I'd caught her out she'd fold her hand straight away.
"Carol, get out of the car please." I was sure that was a mistake as soon as I said it. I shouldn't have said "please" since it could be construed as weakness.
"I will not get out of this car until we get home to our house."
"Carol, it isn't our house anymore. It was my house before we were married and it will be my house after the divorce."
"What divorce?"
"Our divorce. I told you I've no intention of staying married to a woman who sleeps around."
"I don't blame you. I wouldn't stay married to a husband who slept around either."
I'd missed something somewhere along the line, and I was having difficulty working out what Carol was talking about now.
"So you agree that sleeping around is good enough reason to end the marriage."
"Of course I do!"
"Then why won't you get out of the car."
"Are you telling me that you've been sleeping with other woman whilst I've been away and want a divorce so that you can be with her?"
Just a minute! Where was this conversation going now? Did she just accuse me of sleeping around?
"Now hold on. What are you trying to pull here? I didn't put those Durex packets in our bin. You did. It's you who's been sleeping around."
"I can assure you I've never seen those things before. What possible reason could I have for buying them? You've had a vasectomy so you can't make me pregnant. And besides you've got that great big box of them hidden in the garage. If I wanted to use one, which I never have by the way, I could take one from there. I doubt you'd ever notice."
That took the wind out of my sails. I had no idea Carol knew about that bulk box of Trojans in the garage. I was suddenly on the defensive and felt I had to explain what they were there for.
"I use them when I go camping with the Scouts to keep my fire lighting gear dry." I blurted out.
See how women work. Clever aren't they? We'd started talking about her Durex and somehow I was explaining away my Trojans.
"Do I look stupid, Jim? I've known that for years. Who do you think goes through your rucksack when you get home to make sure you haven't left any dirty clothing in there to stink us out of house and home?"
"Get the subject back on track, Jimmy, my boy. Carol's taking you off on a tangent here," I thought to myself.
"My Trojans have nothing to do with these Durex packets and where the contents are, Carol."
"No they don't, I'll give you that, but think about things logically, Jim. You've got a great big box of contraceptives hidden in the garage. Can you tell me how many are left in there?"
"No, but what's that got to do with anything."
"There's thirty-six left, out of a box of fifty."
"How do you know that?"
"Because I've counted. You use two every time you go camping. Oh, and one time you lent Mike a couple when he didn't have any. He gave you back two Durex and they are still in the box. What's up? Don't you like Durex?"
"You count my Trojan's? Why would you do that?"
"For the same reason you're so uptight about finding those Durex packets in the rubbish sack. Tell me, Jim, just why were you searching through our rubbish anyway?
"The bag split when I was putting it in the car. I forgot to put the bin out for the bin men on Wednesday and I thought I'd drop the rubbish in a skip. The bag just split open."
"And you had to pick it all up again. That will teach you not to be a cheapskate; I told you those bags from the market were useless."
"You're changing the subject, Carol. We should be talking about those Durex and who you've been sleeping with."
"Jimmy, I haven't shared a bed with anyone but you since that day we got engaged. Not counting the children, that is, and you've had them in bed with you as well."
"Those Durex say different."
Oh, they do, do they. Now I couldn't fault your logic, but for one point you haven't thought of."
"And what's that?"
"Someone else could have put them in the bin."
"Who would want to do that?"
"Well, let's work it out, shall we. Where did we go last Saturday before you dropped me at Mary's house on the way back?"
"Dover to drop Martin and his friend off at the ferry."
"And tell me, where were they going?"
"Don't be silly, Carol. You know they are backpacking around Europe all summer."
"Now shall we put two and two together? Two hormonal nineteen year old boys heading for the south of France for the summer. Where all those gorgeous young women lay around in bikinis all day. And the boys were carrying nothing but backpacks. Don't I remember someone telling his son not to carry any unnecessary weight in his backpack?"
"Are you telling me...?"
"I'm suggesting that's the most logical explanation I can come up with for those Durex packets being in the bin. But you can find out for sure tomorrow, Martin has promised to call at ten in the morning to let us know he's alright. That's why I came home tonight instead of tomorrow, I want to hear from my son. Anyway you can ask him about those Durex packets yourself. Now, do you still want me to get out of the car?"
"Oh, I got it all wrong, didn't I?"
"Yes, James, you did."
"Are you angry with me?"
"Yes and no. I'm angry that you'd think I'd want any other man than you. But at the same time, I'm flattered that you'd think any other guy would want to romp with a fat old forty-five year old mother like me."
"You're not fat and you certainly aren't old. You're gorgeous. I'm always telling you so, aren't I?"
"How could I be angry with the man I love when he says things like that? Come on, shall we go somewhere dark and park, or are you going to take me home and ravish me."
I drove home; I'm a bit too old for gymnastics in the car.
Ah, well, life goes on. But Carol still gave me a bollocking over my housekeeping abilities, but that wasn't until after Martin's phone call on the Saturday morning. We didn't get out of bed until he called, we'd been to busy.
Life goes on.
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Crystal's Chandeliers
The first time I saw Rocky I think it was just after I had turned seventeen. At the end of the road we lived in, there was an old house with an even older blacksmith's workshop in the garden facing the road. The house was known as 'The Forge', but it had been many years since anybody had actually worked in the blacksmith shop. Or "The Smithy" as the decrepit old sign said.
Old Mr Walker, who'd lived there ever since I could remember, passed away that Christmas time and for quite a few months afterwards the old house lay deserted. Then one Saturday morning I think it was, the whole street was woken up at an unearthly hour by the roar of a powerful motorcycle. I looked out of my bedroom window to see who had disturbed my slumber and saw the motorcycle parked outside the Forge house. Someone dressed all in leathers was sitting astride the machine, apparently studying the old house.
I was fascinated. We didn't live in the part of town where you expected to see "ton-up boys" as my dad called them or "filthy rockers" as my elder sister always referred to them, very often. Slowly the guy removed his crash helmet and got off of the motorcycle. Then he went over to the house and let himself in with a key. It was obvious he was meant to be there.
I hurriedly got dressed and dashed downstairs, to tell the family that someone was in the Forge house. I needn't have hurried. When I arrived in our lounge, it was immediately apparent that they had all heard the motorcycle arrive. Actually, my dad was already on the telephone to a neighbour, saying things like, "We don't want that type living around here."
My mother informed me that the word had gone around, that Mr Walker had left the house and workshop to his grandson, who was reputed to be a member of one of the local motorcycle gangs. From the look of him I'd got, I would have said, that was most probably true.
Over the next couple of weeks skips (dumpsters) appeared in the garden of the forge, it was obvious that the house was being cleared out. There were one or two motorcycles outside of the place most of the time, but I didn't actually see anyone working, as that must have been done whilst I was at college. Only on the weekends did I see anyone around and everyone I did see were always dressed in leather gear.
The local rumour mill got to work and word went around that the house was being converted into a clubhouse for the gang. Very quickly a protest committee was formed and petitions got up. But nothing really happened. I did hear some vague threats to burn the place down, but I'm sure that was all hot air.
I think the greatest achievement of that committee was to complain about the noise of the motorcycles coming and going, either early in the morning or late at night. And even then I think they had trouble finding a couple of people with the guts to actually go over there and complain. From what I heard, the delegation who eventually went to the house were completely taken aback by the politeness of their reception. After that day, the motorcycles didn't come down the road at weird hours anymore; they apparently went around the long way, along the town by-pass instead.
It was funny really, although dad made it plain he didn't like the ton-up boys being there; he did say that when they were riding their bikes along our road, they were driving with a lot more care than some of the motorists did, who regularly used our road as a rat-run short cut to get to the by-pass.
Actually, one morning I was walking down to the bus stop on my way to college, when I saw Rocky and his friend stop a car that they must have considered was going too fast. As I passed near, I heard Rocky telling the driver to drive more carefully as there were young children living in the street who were usually walking to school at that time of day. Then I heard Rocky say, "You knock one of those little tykes down and I'll break your f-ing neck."
I don't think I ever saw that car use our road again. Not surprising really; Rocky, who really wasn't all that tall, had the appearance of being very muscular.
As the months passed, work started on the outside of the house and then on the old Smithy building itself. One weekend all of the overgrown flowerbeds in the garden were dug up and new turf laid instead. At dinner that evening, my dad said that was so they could park all the motorbikes on the grass. But mother surprised us all.
"No, I don't think so, dear. Stuart isn't much for gardening; he just wants to run the lawn mower around once a week."
My dad - well, all of us really - were completely taken aback that mother even knew that the guy's name was Stuart. But mother went on to explain that Sylvia Richards who lives a couple of doors up the road, had a puncture in her car a few days previous. She had no idea what to do about it and had asked some of the neighbours for help. Unfortunately the only people who had been at home were other housewives, none of whom had any idea about how to go about changing the wheel.
A little group of them were standing by the car, discussing which garage to call out to change the wheel, when Stuart and his friend came over and changed it for Sylvia almost before anyone could say anything. Then they had refused the payment that Sylvia had offered them.
Mother said Stuart - as she took to calling him - was very polite, friendly and helpful. From that day on, mother would never stand for any nonsense being said about Rocky or his friends, who mother from that day on called "the boys". Mum and dad were to have a good few set-tos over that in the following few years.
My mother was the only person I know who called Rocky by his given name, Stuart. Just about everyone else came to know him as Rocky. Not that Rocky had much to say really; in the following months, I was to find out he was a man of very few words.
It was some weeks later that I came home late from college one Friday evening to find a police car parked outside our house. When I went inside, I could hear quite a few of our neighbours talking in our lounge. Some of their voices were raised; mainly I think those of my mother, Sylvia and a couple of the other stay-at-home mums.
When I enquired what was going on, I discovered that Rocky had sent letters to every house in the road informing every household of and inviting everyone to a house warming party he was holding on that Saturday evening. I've got to admit I have never heard as much rubbish talked, as I heard that night. It was going to be an orgy. There were going to be drugs there and even that, whilst everyone was at the party enjoying themselves, all their houses were going to be burgled.
It was when someone said that, that the policeman perked-up and said that not only had the local crime rate gone down, since the bikers had been about, but petty vandalism had decreased in the local area as well.
Someone said something about them not shitting on their own doorstep. But the policeman was quick to say that he didn't think the bikers had any connection with local burglaries or vandalism. He thought that just by being around the area, the boys had scared most of the more unsavoury characters out of the vicinity. Even the local school had reported that the trouble they'd been experiencing with suspected drug dealers hanging near their premises had ended.
Then another person pointed out that less traffic was using the road as a short cut lately and those that did appeared to be driving more carefully. I was pretty sure I knew the reason why that had happened. But they didn't want to listen to someone who they considered a child. Shortly after, that meeting broke up in complete disarray.
Rocky's housewarming party did go ahead on the Saturday night as planned. There were a lot of motorcycles and cars parked in the road that evening. But I don't think the party was any noisier than many of those some of our other neighbours had held in the past. Actually I think it was a lot quieter than some.
To father's disgust and annoyance, Mother, Sylvia and a couple of the other neighbours went over to the party, just for a little while. I think it was more to show the flag than anything else, they didn't expect to be very welcome guests of a lot of youngsters, as they put it. They came back saying everybody who had been there had been very pleasant to them and that the house had been really nicely modernised. I would have loved to have been allowed to go along as well that evening, but my father wouldn't hear of it.
Unfortunately for dad, Rocky's new interior décor in Forge House had given my mother some ideas for some changes she decided needed being made to our own house. Dad wasn't too pleased about that, as I think it was to cost him a good few thousand pounds over the following few months, before mother was completely satisfied with the result.
Things quietened down quite quickly after the party. My father's, and some of the other neighbours', fears about the Smithy or Forge house becoming a gang clubhouse proved completely false. Rocky lived there on his own, although there were very often some of his friends visiting.
About a month or so after the housewarming party, I was taking the dog for a walk one morning and, as I passed the old Smithy building, I could hear hammering coming from inside. There was also a strange smell in the air that I couldn't recognise. The Smithy door being open, I looked inside and saw Rocky stripped to the waist, working at the old forge that he had fired up. I didn't say anything and left before he saw me.
I've got to say the sight of Rocky swinging that hammer, sweat pouring off his rippling muscles did something that I found completely unexpected to my libido. The picture of him working returned to me as I lay in bed that night. I think that was the first time I masturbated to thoughts of anyone other than film stars or my favourite pop-idol.
The following day when I took the dog for his walk I went past the Smithy again. This time I stood and watched Rocky working for quite a while. After I'd been standing there for sometime, Rocky looked up at me, gave me a smile and said, "Good morning, young lady!" then returned to his work.
Over the next few weeks, Forge house developed, firstly, wrought iron gates and railings along the front perimeter. Then a couple of bench-type iron garden seats appeared on the front lawn, quickly followed by a table and chairs. Finally the decrepit old Smithy sign was taken down and replaced by a new one and the neighbourhood learnt that Rocky had been intending to reopen the old blacksmith's shop all along.
Its position on the corner by the main road was obviously the perfect location for passing traffic to see the samples of his work that Rocky placed outside, because very soon, it became apparent that Rocky was inundated with work. Lights could be seen burning in the Smithy windows very late most evenings.
It was surprising how quickly wrought iron gates and railings became a necessary fashion accessory for the houses in our road. It very soon developed into a classic "keep up with the Jones'" competition. And guess what? My father, who had been one of the loudest to shout about Rocky and his friends being there, had Rocky make the largest gates in the road for our house. Not that dad ever bothered to close the things.
Every-time I passed the building I would stop to watch Rocky at work through the ever-open Smithy door. Often I would go there without the dog just to watch him work. I was truly fascinated by not only him, but what he was doing. Often sparks would be flying as he hammered the red hot metal.
One day he called me inside and handed me a large hammer, then placing a red-hot strip of metal on the anvil, he told me to hit it. The hammer was heavy and although I swung it with all my strength I didn't make much impression on the metal.
"I'm not strong enough," I told him.
Rocky laughed and told me it wasn't how strong you were, it was getting the knack of holding and swinging the hammer properly as well as developing the accuracy of your blow.
After that day, I would go to the Smithy a couple of evenings a week and during the days most weekends and holidays, to watch Rocky working. I got to know most of his friends. Nearly all of them had motorbikes. They all had nicknames of one kind or another, some of them quite strange, but I was to find out they mostly related to their characters or jobs in someway or another.
There was Doc who apparently was a wonder at maintaining motorcycles and cars. Fish turned out to be a championship swimmer who swam for the country sometimes; I gathered he'd only just failed to make the Olympic team. Brief was a solicitor and House (god, he looked as big as a house!) was a builder. And then there was Prof, who seemed to be a fountain of knowledge; a little older than most of the others, he was to prove a great help to me with my college work.
I never did get to the bottom of Rocky's nickname though, or how he'd come by it. It wasn't as if he was into rock music. He seemed to be much more into American Country music than anything else, and that was the kind of music playing in the Smithy most of the time. As I told you, Rocky was a man of few words and for some reason I never got up the courage to ask him where his nickname came from.
I quickly became Pen or Penny to everyone; mainly because I nearly always had a note book and pen in my hand. I liked to write poetry and short stories, so I was always jotting down ideas or thoughts that come into my head. Oh, my real name is Crystal, or Chris to most people. Where mum and dad came up with Crystal, I'll never know. I suppose they thought it was different and a good idea when I had been born.
Rocky obviously knew my name because one of his favourite jokes was to put on a song called "Crystal Chandeliers" when I arrived at the Smithy. But I don't think any of the others got the joke. Rocky wasn't the type to tell them; it was a kind of private joke between him and me.
It was such a shame that I didn't take a lot more heed to the words of that song at the time, not that Rocky or I knew what was going to happen in the future.
As time went on, Rocky taught me how to hold and swing a hammer properly. Not that I was ever very good at blacksmithing. He showed me how to tell when the metal was at the correct temperature. And after he'd helped me make all the separate parts, he showed me how to put an ornamental planter together, which I gave to my mother on her birthday.
That planter was to cause a real ruckus at home. Dad made a comment about how much it must have cost me; Rocky's stuff wasn't cheep. But then I let on that it didn't cost me anything, as I'd made it myself. My father was pretty quick on the uptake and, quickly putting two and two together, he suddenly realised that I'd been spending a lot of time in the Smithy with Rocky. And then he went completely bananas.
My dad told me I shouldn't go anywhere near Forge house, the Smithy, or Rocky and his friends. Dad went on and on about them all being drug taking criminals, who would most likely rape (actually dad said "take advantage" but his tone said "rape") a young girl like me at the drop of a hat.
My mother wasn't going to stand for dad saying that about Rocky and jumped into the argument on my side, by saying that Stuart and his friends were nice boys who wouldn't do anything like that. Yes, she said, they dressed in leather jackets and rode motorcycles, but they were always courteous and even the police officer who had been at that meeting they'd had over the housewarming party had said that they were no trouble. She actually went on to say she'd often seen the police in the Smithy drinking coffee with Stuart and his friends.
Mum and dad didn't know that a couple of the local policemen had motorcycles themselves, and if you could call it a gang, then they could certainly have been called members.
The argument about me mixing with Rocky and his friends went on most of the evening, with my mother and myself on one side and my dad and sister on the other. To be honest, it put the complete kibosh on mum's birthday celebrations. But by the end of the evening, I'd told my dad that I was eighteen and old enough to choose my own friends. If I chose to be friendly with Rocky and the rest of them, I would be and there was nothing he could do about it.
My father didn't like the idea at all, and my sister said I'd probably finish up an unmarried mother or something.
But I'd like to make it plain to everybody who reads this that I'd never had any of Rocky's friends say or do anything that could remotely be construed as a sexual advance to me at any time I'd been there. Yes, there were odd occasions when the boys did make veiled comments about each other's girlfriends and I'd overheard them say things like one of them had scored with some girl the night before. I'm not retarded; I knew what scored meant. But they never said anything like that when they knew I could hear them
I continued to spend a lot of time in the Smithy, much to my father's disgust. Not only did I find watching Rocky at work fascinating, but it was relaxing being over there as well. I'd sit in the armchair Rocky had put in the Smithy, I think just for me to sit on and jot my little stories in my book. Rocky didn't really say much to me except thanks when I made him a cup of coffee now and again.
That summer I left college and got a really boring job, working as a clerk come receptionist, come everybody's dogs-body in the office of a factory near my home. I hated that job as I had very little to do but the filing or sitting out in reception on my own for most of the day. It did however give me lots of time to play with my poetry and writing. But the atmosphere was really depressing and not conducive to inspired writing; not that I ever thought I was any good at writing anyway. It was just my hobby.
Although he always seemed to be working and he said very little, Rocky was nice company to be with. I enjoyed the time I spent in the Smithy much more than my days at work. After I'd gotten to know him quite well, I asked Rocky a couple of times if he'd give me a ride on the back of his motorcycle, but he turned me down flat. Obviously my father had said something to him, because Rocky would just say, "Your father wouldn't like that!"
After I'd asked Rocky a good few times to give me a ride on his bike and he'd refused, I tried some of the other guys. I really wanted to know what doing the ton felt like; they talked about it all the time. In the end, Prof said he'd take me out on his bike; I could wind Prof around my little finger when I tried really hard.
So the next Sunday morning, I was waiting in the Smithy for Prof to arrive when one of the other guys, Poke (don't ask) turned up with his girlfriend, Janice. I saw Rocky call Janice over and talk to her quietly for a couple of minutes. Then Janice came over to where I was sitting.
"Yeah, Rocky's right, we're about the same size. Come with me, Penny!" Janice led me into Rocky's house where, to my utter amazement, she started to take off her boots and leather trousers.
"Well, don't just stand there Penny, get those jeans off. If you're going on a motorcycle, Rocky wants you to be wearing the right protective gear, so I'm lending you mine for this morning. Those jeans won't do you any good if things go pear shaped."
"But Prof's a careful rider. He told me he's never had an accident!" I said.
"Accident or not, Prof and all the rest of us all wear our leathers whenever we're on the bikes. It's far better to be safe than sorry. Now try these for size." Janice said holding her leather trousers out to me.



Well, they fit fine, and so did Janice's boots, but the weight of the heavy leather jacket took me by surprise. Once I had Janice's helmet on, I don't think anyone would ever know that it was me on that bike behind Prof.
Prof took me down the bypass and then out into the country a ways. On a particularly quiet section of the bypass, Prof opened the bike right up. He told me on the radio that we were doing over "a ton" for a little while, but then the traffic started to thicken up so he slowed down to what seemed to be a very slow speed. Although later Prof told me that we were still doing sixty to seventy miles an hour.
Rocky was standing outside the Smithy as we came into sight of it, but he'd returned inside by the time we got there. It was years later that I realised that he was concerned for my safety that day, although I think he trusted Prof on the motorbike as much as he trusted anyone. It really didn't cross my mind that Rocky was concerned for my well being.
That was to be my first and last ride on a motorcycle for a good many years. All mention of me getting on a motorcycle after that were met with sideways glances in Rocky's general direction, before they were politely refused. It could be that I can be very dense sometimes, but I didn't pick up on what those glances actually meant or were intended to tell me.
Time went on, and I discovered much to my amazement that Rocky was only three years older than I was. He must have only been twenty when he'd inherited Forge house. For some reason I'd always thought he was much older, about twenty-eight or nine.
I'd spent so much time in the Smithy by then that I was selling things for Rocky when he was busy, normally with other customers. Actually he had started paying me commission as soon as I made my first sale. Not much, only 5%, but at Rocky's prices that wasn't to be sneezed at.
One Sunday I think it was, I'd been outside with a time waster, a guy who wanted to know the in and outs of just about everything on display and the prices, but never bought anything. When I went back inside the Smithy, Rocky was sitting in my chair. Well, it was his chair really but I normally sat there. Oh, you know what I mean.
Anyway Rocky was reading my notebook. I think I was embarrassed; I don't normally like people to see what I write. Obviously aware of my presence and, I think, of my discomfort at him reading my story, Rocky ignored me for some time until he'd finished it.
"Bloody hell, girl," he said to me as he started to quickly flick through the other pages glancing at some of my other stuff. "What are you wasting your time in that office for? This is one hell of a good children's story. Are they all like this?"
"Well, they are all aimed at children. But I'm not so sure if they are any good though," I replied to him, feeling really embarrassed.
"Now you listen to Rocky, girl. This is good stuff; you should send it to an agent pronto."
"Don't be silly, Rocky. I'm not an author."
"Lord give me strength," Rocky muttered looking up at the ceiling. Then he said, still flicking through some of the other stories I'd written, "Listen to uncle Rocky. Penny, this is good stuff. Just as good, if not better, than most of the stories I used to read as a kid. You get these typed up and sent to an agent; I think you'd be pleasantly surprised."
I um'd and ah'd for a while, but then Prof came into the Smithy and Rocky immediately shoved the notebook under his nose. Much to my surprise, Prof was even more enthusiastic about my stories than Rocky had been. Between them they began to make me think I could be a reasonable children's author.
The next evening when I got to the Smithy I discovered that my chair had been moved, to make way for a table with a computer sitting on it.
"Well, don't just stand there, Penny," Rocky said as I stared at the set-up in amazement. There was no way I could have afforded to buy a machine like that. "Get typing, girl!" Rocky knew I used a computer at work and that I'd be able to find my way around it.
Well, over the next couple of weeks, I typed some of my stories and poems into the computer and printed them out. Prof came up with a long list of agents and publishers for me to send them to. Actually, Prof spent a lot of time proofreading for me and correcting my mistakes.
He also took some of my stories away with him and tried them out on the pupils at his school. Yes, to my complete amazement, Prof turned out to be a schoolteacher. Some motorbike gang my dad had been so afraid of. School teachers, policemen: it just goes to show that you can't tell a book by its cover. Or the guy by the clothes he wears either.
All too many times my stories came back rejected and I was beginning to loose heart. But the boys, all of them and their girlfriends, were reading my children's stories by then, kept my spirits up. Eventually a magazine publisher took two of my stories and I got my first royalty cheque.
A month or so after that an agent turned up at my house one day whilst I was at work and spoke to Mother. Mother was taken completely by surprise when Sally Parks knocked on the door, because I hadn't told anyone at home that I was trying to get published. My sister had always made fun of my writing; I think that's why I'd become shy of letting people read them in the first place. I'd had no intention of letting anybody at home know that I was trying to get published, just in case I failed. My sister would have loved that.
The agent came back that same evening after I'd got home from work. She wanted me to sign a contract with her as my sole literary representative. My Mum and Dad - after getting over their surprise that anyone thought their youngest daughter could produce anything of literary merit - were encouraging me to sign the contract straight away, but I wanted Rocky's opinion. My dad got really annoyed with me when I ran over to show the contract to Rocky.
You might think it strange that I'd value Rocky's input more than my parents', but it was Rocky who'd encouraged me and set me on the path that I was now intending to take. No one in my family had ever taken very much interest in my writing in the past. My sister had always been the golden girl in our house. Plus, Rocky had advised me to let his friend Brief, have a look-over any contract before I committed myself to signing anything.
Rocky quickly called Brief on the telephone and he came over to my parents' house straight away. Mum, Dad and Sally Parks the agent were completely taken aback, when a very smart and efficient looking Martin Pringle entered the house and announced himself, as my legal representative.
After a lot of negotiating over the next couple of days, Brief got Sally Parks to make some significant changes to the contract. A whole lot of which, I didn't understand at all. But Brief told me the changes gave me an out of the contract if I wanted it in the future, and laid down exactly how big (or little) a percentage of my (hopefully massive) literary earnings that Sally Parks could get her hands on. I know I was pleased that I'd taken Rocky's advice and got Brief in on those negotiations.
Dad was worried about how much Brief was going to charge for his work. But Brief looked at me and pointing to his cheek said, "For Rocky's girl, a kiss right here will suffice for now. But I do expect you to retain me as your permanent legal representative when you're rich and famous."
He got two kisses and a promise that he'd be the only solicitor I ever hire in the future. Martin Pringle and Partners are still my legal representatives to this day. Unfortunately I had been too excited about the contract that day to have taken enough notice of the exact words that Brief had used.
Sally after reading through a lot of my stories wanted me to turn one of the longer ones into a children's novel. She was making hints that I could be the next JK Rowlin. I had no illusions on that score but I thought Sally must know what she was talking about, so I agreed to do so.
Actually doing that would take a lot of time and here Rocky came to my aid yet again. He offered me a part time job doing - or rather making sense of - his paperwork. Rocky was one for just stuffing everything into a draw and letting Taxman (another of his friends) sort it all out at the end of the financial year.
I jumped at his offer and quit my job at the factory immediately. So after that, in the mornings or for as long as it took, I did Rocky's paperwork and in the afternoons I wrote. And I sold some of Rocky's work when required; I was still using his computer to write my stories.
It took me three months before I was happy with my book. I sent the final version to Sally; a little over a week later she called and told me it had been accepted by a publisher. I think she must have been showing them the proofs. Then there was a four-month wait until it was published. I have no idea whether that was a long or short time to wait before the book hit the shops, but it seemed like an absolute age to me.
Sally called me and said the first couple of days' sales were quite good and then I heard nothing from her for a week or so. Then one Sunday afternoon Sally called me to tell me I was going to be on breakfast television the following morning. My book was almost sold out and they were rushing through a second print run and talking about a third.
At five on the Monday morning a chauffeur driven car pulled up outside my parents' house with Sally and a woman called Wonder inside. Sally told me Wonder was my publicity manager, and it was her job to get me into the public eye and keep me there. Sally also told me that my publisher wanted another three books in the same series and in the mean time were intending to publish a compilation of my short stories and possibly a book of my poetry.
"Look out JK" Sally said, "Here comes Penny Crystal!"
I'm not quite sure why or how, I'd come up with and used the pseudonym Penny Crystal. No disrespect to my father's family name, but there was no way that I was going to be published under the by-line Crystal Wonnacott. Can you imagine what folks would make of C Wonnacott. Well, I'd been teased by being called "See What She's Got" all my life, by the boys at school; I didn't want that getting into the public eye.
It was almost a week before I got home again. I'd had to stay in a London hotel because I was being interviewed by newspaper and magazine reporters almost every day. As well as appearing on what seemed to me to be a never-ending succession of different TV shows. Of course, I had to buy lots of clothes and I was at the hairdressers almost everyday. Wonder said it was a great help to her that I was good looking.
Well, actually Wonder had said "beautiful," but I'm not vain enough to call myself that. You know I'd never thought of myself as being that attractive. But the captions on my photographs appearing in the newspapers were always referring to me as "the brilliant and beautiful young author, Penny Crystal."
After that first week, I went back home. But I had to attend book signings, receptions and parties of one kind or another three or four days every week. Of course the local newspapers soon tracked me down as well, so I became a local celebrity as well as a national one. I couldn't go anywhere without some child or their parents asking me for my autograph.
Most weekends and some weeknights, I was invited to cocktail parties or to appear on TV chat shows in London and other big cities. I asked Rocky if he'd go with me to the reception parties and he - I think now somewhat reluctantly - agreed to come, when he could. They were all pretty grand affairs. Most of the time, there were film and TV stars there. And lots of other so-called celebrities. Of course the press were always around in force, taking pictures.
I'll never be able to understand how I could have one dance and a short conversation with a fairly famous football player at a party and the next day it was plastered all over the front page of one of the Sunday papers that I was the guy's new girlfriend. When you consider that I went to the party escorted by Rocky and left it with him as well, that article was stretching things to the point of incredulity. But the newspaper got around that by describing Rocky as my minder.
I believe that Rocky was almost as upset about that article as the footballer's wife was, although I think she was separated from the sports star at the time. I've never run into the guy again anyway. I asked Wonder to demand a retraction from the newspaper's publisher, but she and Sally said that any publicity was good publicity and that we shouldn't look a gift horse in the mouth. Looking back I have to wonder if one of them was the source for that first story or some of the later silly ones that got printed about me.
To be honest, the whole celebrity thing went to my head a bit. Look, you can't go from being a nobody one day to someone that the rich and famous want to rub shoulders with almost overnight and not be affected by it in someway. Well, I couldn't anyway; I just relied on Sally and Wonder to guide me. It could be that that wasn't the best choice I've ever made in my life, but I didn't know it at the time.
Before I knew what was happening, my book was released to the rest of the world, where it went down like a storm. Sally started talking of book signing tours in the US, Canada, Australia and New Zealand. I was rushing to try and get the next book finished, and at the same time prepare the compilation of my short stories and poems. But working and writing in the Smithy quickly became virtually impossible. Too many sightseers kept stopping by and asking for autographs; I just couldn't get anything done.
Regretfully I had to tell Rocky I was going to have to work at home in the future. The next morning when I got up, I found that Rocky had delivered the computer to my house very early and he and mother had set the dining room up so that I could work in there.
I was worried that it was Rocky's computer, but my mother told me Rocky had said he was giving it to his favourite author. Later that day I popped over to the Smithy to thank him and ask him what he intended to do about his paperwork. I was somewhat surprised to find that Rocky wasn't there, but Janice was. There was another computer sitting on the table where mine had so recently stood and Janice told me that Rocky had realised that it was impossible for me to successfully follow my career and work for him at the same time. So for sometime they'd been planning for Janice to take over from me.
I think that I was a bit hurt that Rocky hadn't told me of these plans. But Janice explained that they hadn't told me because they did not want me to worry that I was neglecting things at the Smithy. She said that they thought I had too much on my mind as it was.
The next thing that I discovered was that there was a bidding war going on for the film rights to my book and its planned sequels. When Sally informed me about it, I called Martin in on that at once. I'd had to stop calling him Brief unless we were in private. He and Sally worked out what I believe was a very good deal on my behalf.
Looking back, things were really going to my head about this time. My evenings were one long round of receptions, dinner parties, cocktail parties and the like, where I always seemed to be surrounded by - quite often famous and/or rich - handsome young men who were falling over themselves to get my attention. I was living in a kind of cloudy cuckoo land.
Things were hectic in my parents' house and space began to become a real problem. I'd had to hire someone to help me transcribe all my old hand-written stories and poems into the computers; I'd added a laptop. The only answer was for me to spend some of my newfound wealth on a house of my own, not very far from my parents' house, but far enough that I established my independence from them as well. It was much bigger than my parents' house and had plenty of room for Angie, my new secretary and Wonder - when she was around, she had other clients as well - to do they're own thing whilst leaving me in peace to write.
The next few months passed quickly, as they do when you are busy. The books of compilations of both my short stories and my poems were published. Both apparently flew off the shelves and I was back to TV, radio, newspaper and magazine interviews all the time. And still every week I was being invited to many parties, although I wasn't getting the same kicks out of them by then, but it was nice to be the centre of attention for all those handsome young men though.
I did go out on a few dates with some of the guys I met at the parties, I think mostly at Wonder and Sally's insistence. They normally organised my schedules for the publicity kind of events, because that's what they really were. I found most of the guys to be very shallow. They seemed to be more interested in being seen with me on their arm than actually going out with me. Oh, there were a couple of quite famous guys who thought I was going to jump into bed with them at the drop of a hat. Boy, did they get a surprise.
My sex life at this time was very frustrating. I'm going to tell you now that, technically at least, I was still a virgin at that time. I'd messed around with a couple of boys whilst I was at school but I had never let any of them go all the way. Once I'd met up with Rocky and his friends, I'd found my immediate peers seemed very childish and unsophisticated to me. Rocky and his friends always seemed... oh, I don't know, much more mature, I think. But I hadn't actually gone out with any of them. I'll admit I'd masturbated to thoughts of Rocky on many occasions. But he'd never made that kind of approach to me. Rocky, I thought at that time, was just a very good friend.
I got requests to go on photo shoots for some of the better women's magazines. Wonder said that I could add modelling to my portfolio if I wished. Although I did do a couple of photo-shoots, I didn't enjoy them as much as I would have liked to. Oh, and Wonder told me she turned down some requests for me to pose for photographs by some of what she termed the more questionable men's magazines and newspapers. I was surprised that anyone thought I had that good a figure or that I would do that kind of thing; they did offer big money though. I could just imagine what my father would say if I agreed to display my tits on page three.
With hindsight I can see now that I was getting very self-centred by that time. Well, could you blame me? A few months before, I'd just been another ordinary girl in a small country town. Suddenly I was everybody's favourite person and appearing in newspapers, magazines and on TV almost every day. Wherever I went, there were photographers taking pictures and people asking for my autograph. Surely all that would go to any girl's head.
There were a couple of quite nasty articles in some of the not-so-nice newspapers about me and the so-called Hell's Angels gang. Martin was quick to jump on them and they both printed retractions and settled out of court.
The next year went by in a rush. Filming started on my first book before the sequel was published. I suppose the producers wanted to climb on the Harry Potter bandwagon.
I was missing Rocky and the boys a little. I'd call in the Smithy now and again but never got the opportunity to talk to Rocky alone. I asked him to design and make new railings and automatic gates for the front of my new house, which he did. I had thought I'd get to see him at the house some of the time whilst the work was going on. But that wasn't to happen, Apparently the only time he came to the house, I was away on a book signing gig or something.
The railings and gates were put up by House and some of his workers. It was while House was in the kitchen with me drinking coffee that he said something that I didn't really take notice of at the time. Well, let's say that like many of the conversations I had around that time, I wasn't really listening to what House actually said. I was too busy thinking about my next book or story or maybe where I was going that day. But it must have registered in my brain somewhere, because sometime later it was to jump back into my head.



The months inevitably rolled by. Tours of the States and Canada with Wonder and Sally in tow followed the publication of the second novel in the series. Sometime later these were repeated to coincide with the release of the film of the first book. Then there was a trip down to the Antipodes for a book signing tour there. It looked to all the world like I'd made it; I was an established figure in children's literature and in adult poetry. But why wasn't I happy with my lot?
It was my mother who gave me the first hint of what was wrong in my life. She, my dad and sister had gone along with Wonder, Sally and I to New Zealand. Mother had distant relations there and she had been looking forward to finally meeting. I was off most of the time doing my book signing and interviewing thing.
I'm not sure how it worked out but one evening Mother and I were walking on the beach together alone. I really can't remember where everyone else was. Walking a little ways in front of Mother and I were a young couple, obviously very much in love with each other.
"I wonder when one of my girls is going to find herself a husband?" Mother mused. "You're both well into your twenties now, and neither one of you has shown any signs of settling down with a nice boy. I don't suppose I'll ever be a grandmother if you two have anything to do with it."
"Come on, Mother. There aren't that many nice boys about nowadays. I suppose I'll run into the right one one-day though."
"What about all those handsome men you get photographed with at all those parties? Surely some of them must be nice."
"God, Mother, most of them are so shallow I wouldn't give them the time of day. They hang around me because they know the photographers will be taking my picture and that will get them into the newspaper. If they are really lucky, they might even get a mention in a gossip column. Either that, or a lot of them think they are going to get into my knickers; I'd just be another notch on their belt to some of those film stars."
"Crystal, you shouldn't talk like that!"
"It's the truth, Mother. You've got to face it whether you like it or not. I'm rich now and beautiful as well, so they tell me. I've got just about every handsome young gold digger in England and some from the US as well, who are trying to get me into bed or throw a rope on me. If they aren't wolves or gold diggers after my money, then they are rich men who want a trophy wife and there's no bloody way I intend to be anybody's trophy. I can't trust any of them, Mother!"
"What about that Lord whatever-his-name-was that you were talking to at the reception the other evening. He's handsome and he's a Lord; he had certainly taken a shine to you."
"And he's stony-broke, Mother. I overheard him complaining to some guy that when his father dies, he's going to have to sell the family estates just to pay the death duties. No, all little Lord Fauntleroy was seeing in me was bleeding pound signs, that I can assure you."
"You've turned into a cynic, Crystal!"
"Yes, Mother, I think I have; I really don't know who I can trust nowadays. And to tell you the truth, I don't think I'm a very happy person either."
The rest of our time in New Zealand was a long round of book signings in little towns, interviews and visits to Mother's long lost relatives. Mother was right; I had turned into a cynic. I even thought that all most of her relatives wanted was to be photographed with the famous author, and my autograph of course. I signed so many; I figured they were running a black market in them.
From New Zealand, my family flew home and my little entourage went on to Australia, for more of the usual. We dropped into the States for a couple of TV appearances there. Of course, Wonder and Sally fitted in a couple of book signings and a reception in Hollywood. We finished up that night at a film star's home for a party, where as usual, I was propositioned by some little twerp who thought he was the greatest thing since sliced bread. Oh, he didn't come and say it but I could read those egotistical sods' minds by then.
God, I was completely shattered when we climbed on the plane the following day. It was a relief to fly home to England again, and return to the grind of writing. The grind! See, I had become a different person. I'd always enjoyed writing in the past; by then, it had become a chore that I had to do.
One morning I just couldn't face doing any writing. I put on my old jeans and the wig that, together with my dark glasses, sometimes allowed me to go out in public to get some shopping done, without being recognised and asked for autographs all the time. And then I drove over to the next town; people didn't expect to see me in the shopping centre there, so they were less likely to spot me.
I wondered around fairly aimlessly and brought some odds and ends. Really I didn't know what I wanted to buy; I was just wasting time. As I passed a music shop I heard a familiar song playing. I didn't think about it. I went into the shop to listen to the rest of Crystal Chandeliers. Damn, it reminded me of sitting in the Smithy watching Rocky hammering away on that anvil.
I had been happy then; I had nothing. Well, no fame and not much money, but that was all that I'd needed. I'd had my writing and it had been fun to do back then, not the chore that it had become for me recently. I didn't have to put up with all those stuck up freaks at those damned parties either. And I knew that no one was going to try and get into my knickers at the first opportunity.
I bought the CD that had been playing in the shop and played Crystal Chandeliers in the car repeatedly, as I drove to my mother's house. I started thinking back over what had happened to me in the last couple of years and I really didn't like who I had become. Then for no real reason, things jumped into my head. When Brief had negotiated that first contract with Sally he'd referred to me as "Rocky's girl" and then I remembered House saying in my kitchen that day that Rocky wasn't the same guy, now that I wasn't around the Smithy anymore.
Christ, was I missing Rocky? Was Rocky missing me? Oh, god, did I love Rocky, was that what was wrong with my life, I'd walked away from someone I loved?
Then things began to make sense, the way the guys looked towards Rocky, before they refused to give me a ride on they're motorbikes. Rocky standing outside the Smithy when Prof brought me back that day. And none of the guys ever trying to chat me up. Look, I'm a beautiful woman, everybody tells me so. So why had none of those guys ever tried to ask me to go out with them. There was only one reason that I could think of and that was that Rocky was sweet on me.
But why had he not ever said anything to me. Ah, just a damned minute, my father! I remembered when we were having a row about me spending time at the Smithy. I'd said to Dad that I was eighteen and could choose my own friends. Dad had said something about he wished they hadn't lowered the age limits. No one under the age of twenty-one had the sense or experience to choose their own friends.
And one last thing! "Your father wouldn't like it." Rocky had said when I asked him to take me for a ride on his motorcycle. Daddy must have spoken to Rocky about me. Bugger, I'll bloody kill him.
"Mother, I think I know what's been bugging me lately," I said to her as I stormed into the house.
"Oh? And what's that, dear? Come in the kitchen and I'll make some tea." I don't think Mother was really listening and she'd become used to my strange moods by then.
"Mother, this is serious. I've known something was wrong for a long time now and I haven't been able to figure out what it was."
"And you know now, dear?"
"Yes, Mother, I think I'm in love."
"Oh, good, Crystal. Who's the lucky man?"
"Rocky!"
My mother turned to look at me with a strange expression on her face.
"Oh dear, I think you've left it a little too late for Stuart, Crystal. I believe he's spoken for."
"Why, makes you think that?"
"Well, he's always got that Janice girl with him whenever I see him in the Smithy."
"She works for him, Mother. She's there like I was always there."
"Yes, but she's wearing an engagement ring now and the other day I saw them kiss each other. They both had big smiles on their faces, just like that couple we saw in New Zealand. You remember that evening?"
"Oh," I think I said.
And there's something else, dear. Janice is pregnant! She's not showing much yet but I know, I've always been able to tell. I'm sorry, Crystal."
My heart sank. Rocky had fallen for Janice; well, she was a beautiful girl. She must have broken up with Poke and being together with Rocky all day everyday. Well, I guess it was bound to happen, two wonderful people together.
"Never mind, dear. There are plenty more fish in the sea!" my mother said to me. Sometimes my mother could be so bloody dense. Christ, she seemed to have no idea how I felt at all.
I'm not sure how long I sat there crying, before I decided to take myself home. Mother wasn't really any comfort to me so there was no sense in me staying there. Now if it had been my sister sitting there, I'm sure Mother's reaction would have been different. But I was supposed to be the strong successful one nowadays.
As I drove past the Smithy, I saw that Janice and Rocky were outside dealing with customers. Janice saw me and waved as she called to Rocky to alert him to my presence. There was no way that I was in any condition to speak to them. I knew that if stopped to talk to them I would break down and cry, so I drove straight home.
Angela was just about ready to go home herself, when I arrived back at my house. She could see that I was upset, and I think it upset her that I wouldn't tell her why. I insisted that she leave me alone and after giving me a whole bunch of messages that had come in during the day she finally left.
Once alone, I did something I've never done before, I went to my drinks cabinet. I keep it well stocked for when I have visitors. Grabbing the ice bucket, a bottle of Martini, a glass and tucking another bottle of Martini under my arm. I headed for my bedroom where I intended to get very drunk, something I'd never actually done before. I've never been one to drink very much but I figured if the first bottle didn't do the job the second surely would.
"Oh, well," I thought, "There's a first time for everything. Perhaps the next time some guy wants to fuck me I'll let him do that as well. I might as well try everything before I drink myself to death."
Because that's what I thought I would most likely finish up doing. I doubt I wouldn't really have drunk myself to death, I'm not even sure it's possible to do it anyway. But that's how the mind works when you're feeling really down.
I'd drunk nearly all the first bottle. I think I'd passed out and was sleeping it off when I heard the doorbell ringing. Just like you see the drunks do in the films, I shouted for whoever-it-was to "go away". A completely stupid thing to do, as no one could ever hear me outside the front door, all that distance away from my bedroom.
That bloody doorbell kept on ringing, apparently whoever it was had no intention of going away until I answered it. So in the end, cursing loudly I struggled off of the bed and almost fell down the stairs to open the door, where I found my father standing there leaning against the bell push. He pushed past me and went into the hall.
"Your mother tells me that you were upset earlier. Well, I've got someone out there who'd like a word with you. You never know. Meeting him might cheer you up," my father said as he did so.
"I don't want to see or talk to anyone, Dad."
"Crystal, you don't look too steady on your feet, girl. You haven't been tying one on, have you?"
"Leave me alone, Dad. I'm a big girl now and if I want to get drunk, I can. I've had some very bad news today and I'm drowning my sorrows."
"That's funny. This friend of mine's had some good news today. You know he's had nothing but good news lately..."
"Dad, please just leave me alone. I'm not feeling talkative, I told you."
"You haven't got to talk, Crystal, just listen. This friend of mine has got a girl who works for him and she told him the other day that she was going to have a baby. Both her and her fiancé are over the moon about it. They are getting married in a couple of weeks. Anyway he gave her a congratulatory kiss in celebration and guess whose silly mother saw them and got completely the wrong idea. I've always told her to get her facts right before she says anything."
In my drunken haze, I was having difficulty following what my father was saying and I suppose I must have looked confused.
"Christ, Crystal, you always have made it damned hard to surprise you. Janice is marrying her boyfriend, Poke, not Stuart."
"But Mum said...."
"Blimey, surely you know better than to listen to your mother by now. She always manages to get hold of the wrong end of the stick somehow and talks nonsense half the time. Haven't you realised that by now? Crystal, Stuart is out in the car. Shall I ask him to come in?"
"Oh, Christ, no! I can't have him see me like this."
"Like what?" Rocky's voice came from behind me. "I should imagine I'll see you in a far worse state than that, after we're married," he said, putting his arms around my waist. Firmly Rocky turned me around to face him and lent down to kiss me.
"I think I'll leave you two to it," my father said, as he went out the door. Then he stuck his head back inside again. "Stuart, don't let her get away again, lad."
"I won't, Dad," Rocky replied.
"Oh, and Stuart."
"Yes, Dad."
"You're not married, yet remember."
"Yes, Dad, I'll remember that too. Good night."
"And you can cut out that dad crap until after you've got that ring on her finger as well! I always told her mother that you were going to be trouble." My father closed the door and left.
If you're wondering, Rocky did try to keep his word to my father, but I overruled him on that.
I sold my house and moved into Forge House with Rocky when were married two months later and I'm now back to writing in the Smithy again. Angela and Janice still work for us, but Janice will go part time after she's had the baby. The plan is that Angela will take over Rocky's work and still do some typing and proofreading for me. Janice and I will kind of help out and baby sit for each other, when my baby is born.
Strangely I don't find the fans the nuisances that they seemed to be when I first became famous. But that could be because I've got used to them being around now. Rocky and I don't bother with most of the parties and receptions I get invited to. My fans read my books; they don't need to see me in the news all the time.
One thing I'll never be able to understand is the way Dad and Rocky seem to get on together now. The biggest shock I got was when I heard my father and some of the other boys discussing the relative merits of the original Triumph Bonneville, against the ones the boys ride today. And I overheard mother say to Sylvia one day, "Oh god, I thought he'd grown out of motorbikes years ago. The silly old sod will be wanting to buy another one for himself next."
Life goes on.
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Life throws some strange curve balls at you sometimes. The first time I ever saw Della Steel as she was back then, we were set to be in competition with each other.
I'd applied for the position of area sales manager with a German company, which was just expanding into the UK market. I'd had my preliminary interview about three weeks previous and I had been asked to attend a group interview with all the other short listed candidates.
If you've ever been on one of these Group Interview gigs, you'll know the score. But, for those of you that haven't, the general idea is that the employer gets all the candidates together in a conference room and just lets them get on with it really. The idea is the candidate who knows what they are doing is going to finish up virtually running the show. Well, they will shine out amongst the others anyway.
As I entered that conference room, I looked around the other nine candidates and I knew whom my main rival for the job was going to be, the moment I clapped eyes on Della Steel. Phew, now there was one woman who stood out in a crowd. As the day went on it was obvious that she knew her onions as well. With what I can only describe as amazing virtuosity, she shot nearly everyone else in the room but me down, time and again. The two of us duelled with each other's verbal challenges all day long.
By the end of the day, I think we were even on points, but I knew Della was way ahead in other respects. Shit, with a figure like that, the bloody Jerrys would be mad not to hire her. Any red blooded male buyer was guaranteed to give Della an order; all she had to do was smile and she'd have the average guy in the palm of her hand. Of course that wouldn't work so well with female buyers though. Oh, I don't know though; when you exude sex appeal like Della does, just about anything's possible and it was nearly the twenty-first century.
Well, it came as no surprise to me that I didn't get the telephone call that evening offering me the post. Actually I'd been watching the German sales director's mouth watering for most of the bleeding day. It was as plain as the nose on his face, (or the bulge in his pants) who his chosen candidate was, and I figured Della would soon have him by the balls. Literally!
The following day I flew out to Spain to resume my summer holiday that I'd wasted my time interrupting to attend that bloody interview. Well, actually it wasn't my proper summer holiday; it was my prize for being top salesman on my company.
I didn't see or hear of Della Steel again for about eighteen months. I was making my pitch to a new client; I'd been cultivating this old bastard for about two months by then. I figured he was just about ready to sign on the doted line and swing all his company's business my way.
It was as I was pulling into his company car park that I saw her come out of the main entrance. In an instant I suspected all my hard work had just gone down the tubes. The big smile on Della's face told me that she had just hooked a good one and as I feared it turned out to be my prospective client.
The thing I couldn't understand was that she wasn't working for the German Company. "Something must have gone tits-up there!" I thought.
Well, that's how things turned out for the next couple of years. Della was nicking my accounts left, right, and centre and, in retaliation, I tackled some of her older accounts and stole the work from her company by undercutting her company's prices. Look, I wasn't green in the business; I'd been around for ten years. It was quite easy for me to run into the right directors, who had been the buyers when I'd started. I'd just let them know I'd beat Della's price whatever it was and I soon had the contract, whether the company buyer liked it or not.
I'm not joking; it became a kind of undeclared war between Della and I, a real personal thing. She'd steal a contract off of me and I'd take one back from her. I'm damn sure she had a worm in our office somewhere, the same way I had a worm in hers. Illegal? Well, maybe yes, but business is business and what is it they say? All's fair in love and war. And of course, no one asks too many questions of a winner.
Well, in the end the Inevitable happened. I'd just swung a nice contract from a company in Norwich. They'd signed on the dotted line that afternoon and, although I could have made it back home that night, I decided to stay over in the Holiday Inn.
Look, things were quite sticky in my marriage around then. Gwen, my wife at the time, liked to live it up a bit. The trouble was, with me on the road so much she'd got a bit antsy about me leaving her alone too much. Well, things were kind-a slowly going downhill and we both knew it. I think it was down to which one of us was going to be the first one to mention the D word.
Damn, it was so bloody stupid. If my Gwen went out with some of her friends now and again, I wouldn't have minded. Jesus, I wouldn't really object if she found herself a playmate. At least I could get on my high horse and throw her out if she ran around behind my back. But no, she'd sit at home and sulk when I was on the road, then when I walked through the door. Bloody hell, just about everything got thrown at me. And when I say thrown I mean it literally. Damn, I think the woman had a standing order for crockery at the local departmental store.
Anyway I chose to stay in Norwich rather than arrive home too late to take the wife out. It was just a matter of self-preservation. The next evening I'd be standing at the door waiting for her when Gwen got home from work and I'd take her out for a nice meal. Show her the bonus I'd earned on the trip, then she'd take me home and shag the living daylights out of me. Yeah, you got it, strange marriage. You see, I loved Gwen and I knew she loved me; the silly bitch just couldn't control her temper. All right, I'm pretty good at losing mine as well!
Anyway, where was I? Oh, yeah, the Holiday Inn, just outside Norwich. I'd checked in and having dumped my bag in my room, I made my way to the restaurant for a meal. I'd call Gwen later and tell her I'd just closed the deal. She was used to me calling late by then.
I was still perusing the menu when, without a by or leave, Della plonked herself down in the seat opposite me.
"What's the big idea, Martin? You stole the Parkinson contract from me just when I had them ready to sign on the dotted line," Della demanded.
"Parkinsons. Jesus, Della that was bloody weeks ago and I didn't even know you were tendering for it." Strangely the truth, but I knew there was no way that Della was going to believe me.
"Bullshit, you've been filching my clients all year."
"Now hold on there Della, you started pinching my clients first and don't you try to deny it."
I'm not going to go any further describing the altercation that went on between us; you can guess how it went, we each accusing the other of stealing contracts.
I suppose we must have gotten quite loud, because the next thing I think either of us was aware of was a guy in a dinner suite standing beside our table.
"Sir, madam, I must ask you to lower your voices, please. Otherwise I'll be forced to have to ask you to leave the restaurant."
I think both Della and I looked at him with shocked expressions on our faces. Neither of us had intended to make a scene.
"I'm sorry," I said to him, "Miss Steel and I are in competition in our professions. I'm afraid we get a little too involved in our work sometimes. We'll try to keep our emotions under control."
"Anger isn't normally the emotion we have trouble with here, sir. Would you like to order now?"
I looked at Della, only to find she had resorted to hiding behind a menu. "Have you decided what you're going to eat yet, Della?"
"Are you paying?"
Damn the bitch had some front. Fancy me having her dinner on my company expense account. Oh, well, they never checked my expense account anyway. Well, I hoped they didn't!
"Sure, why not. We can put it down as a peace offering."
"Ah, do we have a truce for the evening?" the manager said.
"It looks like it," Della replied with that bloody winning smile of hers on her face. "Can you ask the waiter to give us a few minutes?"
"Certainly, madam," the manager said as he backed away from the table.
When he'd left us alone and still with that smile on her face, Della held her hand out to me. "Pax for this evening and no talk about our companies or clients."
"Pax!" I replied, shaking the offered hand.
The waiter came and we ordered our meals. Surprisingly Della didn't order the most expensive things on the menu. I'm not sure I would have done the same thing in her position.
I'm not really sure what we talked about at dinner, but we were jousting with words and only just staying within the spirit of our truce. God, it was fun. You know, its not often you get to spar with your greatest rival in the industry under a flag of truce.
There were innuendoes flying around all the time and hints at the contracts that we'd stolen from each other. It was really fun trying to think of a way to drop a company's name in the conversation, without actually mentioning it.
Della and I weren't friends, but we weren't exactly enemies either. We were business rivals, both at the top of our profession. Neither of us could let the other get the upper hand; we both needed to come out on top.
I'm not sure which of us came up with the idea. But after our meal we went to a nightspot in Norwich. Nothing to rave about but somewhere to go. I'd stopped to give Gwen a quick call from the hotel's lobby and she'd ripped me another new arsehole for not making it home, but that was normal. I'm not sure whether Della heard Gwen shouting at me down the phone, but I'd be surprised if anyone in that lobby didn't.
At the nightclub, we positioned ourselves at the bar. The place wasn't too crowded as it was a weeknight, but all the tables were taken. We danced together a couple of times; well, quite a few times when I come to think about it. But everything was very platonic, so don't go getting any other ideas.
It was whilst we were sitting out a couple of numbers at the bar that I finally got around to asking Della, "Tell me, what was the story with that kraut job? I thought you had it in the bag?"
"Don't ask! I told them to stick it up their arse. Fritz thought I came with benefits! Why didn't you take it?"
"Sorry, they offered it to you, didn't they?"
"Yes but that randy bloody sales manager thought I was going to jump in the sack with him. When they offered me the job he invited me out to dinner that evening. I thought they were all going to be there, but it turned out him to be only him. I flattened the bugger in the restaurant when he said we'd discuss the rest of my terms and conditions over breakfast. What did the bugger think I was, a bloody pro or something? Anyway why didn't you take the job? You were second on the list."
"They didn't offer it to me.... Oh, shit, I flew out to Spain the following morning, so if they called, I wasn't at home."
"Bad move. I think that could have been a real earner and it was yours for the taking."
"Well, I didn't know you were going to beat the sales manager up. Mind you, you had the old bastard's mouth watering all day. I'm surprised he was that forward though."
"Well, he went backwards pretty quickly in that restaurant. That's the problem with having my looks. I've got to admit I've used sex appeal to get where I am. Why shouldn't I? I've got the looks. I can't see why I shouldn't take advantage of them. It's just that some guys seem to think they can touch as well as look."
For the rest of the evening, Della and I danced together and drunk far more than we should have, then we took a taxi back to the Holiday Inn. When we got out of the cab, Della took my arm and I escorted her back to her room.
This is where you expect me to tell you how we climbed into bed together and shagged each other silly all night long. Well, hard bloody cheese, you're out of luck. I was a spoken for man and I respected my marriage vows. And to be honest, when it comes down to brass tacks, I don't think Della and I really liked one another. Oh, we respected each other's talents when it came to winning contracts. But like each other in the sense you're thinking of, I don't think so.
Remember we were in cut throat competition with each other almost every day of our working lives. We'd just had a truce for one evening and got to know our enemy. Who was it who said, "Keep your friends close and your enemies closer"? Anyway that's the game Della and I had played that evening; we both slept alone. Well, I did and unless Della shagged the night porter, I assume she did as well.
The next morning Della had just finished her breakfast as I entered the dining room. She stopped as she walked passed me and said, "Good morning. Is our truce still in effect?"
"Until after I've had my breakfast, Della," I replied, smiling at her.
"Oh, well, in that case." Della lent forward and kissed me on the cheek. "I meant to do that last night to thank you for a lovely evening. It's so nice to spend some time with a guy and not have him think he's going to get into my pants."
"My pleasure, Della. Perhaps we can do it again sometime."
"Only after your company goes broke because I've taken all their contracts. Perhaps we'll take your firm over and I'll be your boss."
"No, Della, you've got that the wrong way around. When we buy your company out, I'll be your boss."
"Pigs might fly! Thanks again for a lovely evening and its pistols at dawn from now on."
We exchanged a couple more pleasantries about the previous evening then Della left the restaurant, still with that winning smile on her face.
Well, I didn't see Della to speak to for a year or so after that. We often clapped eyes on each other at trade shows and things. But besides acknowledging the other's presence by politely nodding or saying good morning as we passed each other, we didn't actually talk.
The war between us was back on with a vengeance. To be honest, looking back it didn't really do either of our companies much good really, as we would cut everything back to the bone to be able to quote the lowest price and win the contract.
Life at home went from questionable to impossible. I know that Gwen never ran around on me behind my back, because I know she loved me. You know, sometimes I wished she had done; I think it might have made it easier for me to accept the inevitable ending to our marriage that I knew had to come sometime.
Things culminated one evening when during one of her tirades about me being on the road all the time, Gwen stabbed me with a kitchen knife. I know she didn't really mean to do it; poor Gwen just had little or no control over her emotions. When she was in a loving mood, she damn near killed me with sex. But when she lost her temper anything could happen and in the end it did.
Divorce was the only answer we had. Unless you've been forced to do it, you can never know how hard it is to walk away from someone you love. Because I really did love Gwen, but I loved living as well and I just didn't want to finish up in the ground before my time.
The police wanted me to press charges against Gwen for assault, but I flatly refused. They threatened to have me forced to attend as a witness. But I told them I was pretty sure that I couldn't be forced to give evidence against my wife and even if they could force me into court. I'd refuse to answer questions on the grounds that I might incriminate myself.
"That wouldn't make any sense," a police officer said. "You haven't done anything!"
"I know that and so do you. But it would definitely confuse a jury; they wouldn't know what to make of it. And, as they have to bring in a verdict that is beyond reasonable doubt, I think I'd have put plenty of doubt into their minds as to exactly what did happen that night. Give it up. You've got no chance of a conviction."
The prosecution service dropped the charges and then Gwen and I divorced amicably. Hey, we even went out for a meal together the evening the decree became final. All right and we did spend the night in a hotel room together for old time's sake. But after that night we didn't see much of each other if we could help it. Look, I told you we loved each other but sometimes life throws you some real curve balls.
Work took over even more of my life for the next year or so. Of course my main interest was still bushwhacking Della whenever I could get the chance and she appeared to be playing the same game with me. Taking every thing into account I think on average we were even on points.
One evening after a trade show we had both been attending, we discovered that by chance our companies had booked both sales teams into the same hotel. In the hotel bar that evening, what can only be described as an all out war broke out between the two groups of sales staff.
As the evening went on, everybody drank far more than was prudent and loud comments and insults were bandied about. I know that two guys came to blows in the gents. Well, it could be there was only a little pushing and shoving, but these stories tend to take on a life of their own, don't they?
The upshot was that the hotel complained to our respective companies and banned all of us from staying there again. Yeah, we were all dragged over the carpet when we got back to head office, but I believe it was all with a bit of tongue-in-cheek. To my knowledge there were no long-term repercussions that I was aware of. Well, in my company anyway.
I think everybody realised that we'd behaved very childishly that evening, but that's how things go sometimes when you drink too much.
Things returned to normal for a while. I'd started dating again, not that my job made it easy to build or hold down a regular relationship. I started having a few one-night-stands whilst I was on the road. But to be honest, whilst being fun on the evening in question, they weren't really my cup of tea.
I first got a clue that serious changes were about to happen about a year or so after the war in the hotel. My company had three main competitors. There was the one Della worked for, then there was a little firm called Morechants from down the West Country somewhere. They weren't really in competition with anyone, as their products were of extremely high quality and very expensive. They had an established customer base, who were apparently happy to pay a premium price for their products. Not our target base at all.
And then there was Permons from up north, I think their factory was in Glasgow and their offices in Edinburgh, but I'm not sure. Over the years they'd stuck to selling in the north and left Della and my company to fight things out in the south of the UK. I think we all had about equal share of the market, with little swings in market share between Della's and mine. We'd mostly left Permons to their own devices in the north, because delivery costs pushed the prices up too much and cut into what little profit margin there was. Permons had stayed out of the south, most possibly for the same reason.
But Permons were suddenly taken over by a multinational and it was a surprise to everyone when their salesmen started moving south, with a vengeance. Not only that, but the prices they were quoting, were really too low to be believed. As they took more and more of the market share, we were soon feeling the pinch.
Exactly who called the Office of Fair Trading in and accused Permons of selling below cost, I don't know. But Permons somehow convinced OFT that they weren't doing so.



As my company's market share fell, the board made the decision to begin to downsize. Not that I was ever in the frame to lose my job, but my commission checks had taken an almighty dive. It also became common knowledge that Della's company was in the same position as mine and was downsizing also.
A few months' later rumours began to circulate that a merger was in the works. The conglomerate that had taken over Permons was rumoured to have purchased some shares in the company I worked for, normally a prerequisite to a take over offer being made.
The directors of Della's company and mine were obviously trying to cover their own backs by merging the two firms. When it eventually happened, it went down well for some us, although lot of folks did lose their jobs because of duplication, in the process. Both plants were kept running but with reduced output and staff.
Della and my jobs were safe for the time being, both of us being most successful salespeople in our respective companies. Although we now worked out of the same office, it didn't prove much of a problem as the companies were in adjacent towns.
But now a new war started between Della and I. Which one of us was going to be top dog in the new integrated sales force? I'm afraid to say the rivalry between us gained new heights. All the old politeness we'd shown to each other over the last few years went out of the window; this was going to be a fight to the death between us.
Even with Permons low prices, Della and I began to claw back some market share. And then, when the reason for the low prices of Permons products became public knowledge, Della and I were back to earning ridiculous money again.
It appeared that Permons had been cutting corners on quality control. After some of their gear turned out to be well below accepted safety standards, all bloody hell broke loose up there. Production stopped completely and, in the wake of Permons sudden collapse, even Morechants picked up a lot of extra sales that our company couldn't expand quickly enough to cover. Folks were getting desperate.
The top salesman of the month title swayed back and forth between Della and I for the next year or so and then things took a turn that neither Della nor I had anticipated. The new combined company had been making record profits and at the same time as Della and I had been receiving obscene commission checks. When things had been bad before the two companies had combined, both Della's and my salaries had become inflated as well, neither company wishing to lose their best sales people to the opposition.
The problem the two of us were to find ourselves in now was that a monkey could sell our stuff and our company found they had two extremely overpaid sales people on their staff. We first knew something was up when the sales director retired.
Now in theory Della or I should have been in line for his job. When the announcement of who had been offered the position was made, I think just about everybody in the sales department was shocked. The job went to a regional sales manager that no one expected would even be in the running. Mind he was an arse kicker though and, looking back, he hadn't been in attendance that night at the hotel after the trade show many years before. That was leaked as the official reason for his promotion over everyone else.
The next thing we knew the sales staff's commission was reduced on all products. Then the perks we'd always had were slowly reduced. And finally, when the next round of pay rises came in, both Della and I received far smaller raises than anyone else, and somehow, the details of the pay round became public knowledge within the company.
Then it was apparent that our expenses were being closely scrutinised. I was dragged over the coals on more than one occasion over the smallest discrepancies. Della it appeared was receiving the same treatment. It was very noticeable to me that the other sales staff weren't getting the same treatment.
Slowly I began to realise that they were trying to push Della and me out. I think the plan had been that Della and I would both get antsy about what had been going on. The regional manager's promotion, the reduction in commission and our minute pay rises, all things I believe purposely done to upset Della and me; after all, we were still the top sales staff on the company.
I think the plan was that at least one of us would get annoyed and throw the job in. If one or even both of us threw our jobs in, it would save the company a hell of a lot of cash in our wages and what they would have to pay us if they made us redundant.
That evening I called Della and suggested a council of war. As I have said before, there was no real love lost between Della and I at the time, but we were both realists. Della arrived with her current boyfriend, Robert Shore, in tow. He'd been one of the directors who'd been pushed out during the two company's merger a couple of years previous.
The three of us sat around the table, and played with different scenarios but couldn't come up with anything that we thought would achieve anything. But Robert did say that he was playing with an idea, but we'd have to give him time to work it out. He suggested that, in the mean time, Della and I dropped hints around about being forced to resign, and industrial tribunals. He didn't know whether it would do any good but it might throw a scare into some people.
Surprisingly it did. Notes appeared on the sales department notice board about voluntary redundancies a couple of weeks later. Unfortunately for the company there were no takers. The company had slimmed down so much over the previous few years all those who wanted to go had already gone. Della and I kept out heads down for the time being whilst Robert sorted out his plan.
It took Robert about two months before he asked Della and I to a meeting about his proposal. I was surprised he'd hadn't let Della in on what he was planning, it was apparent Robert had been playing his cards very close to his chest.
When I got to the meeting in a private room of a pub in town, I found several other ex-directors, besides Robert, who'd been pushed out of both companies. Robert spelled out the plan. He and some of the others had made approaches to the owners of Permons and to Morechants. The plan was that with Morechants backing, a company would be set up to purchase what was left of Permons and put it back into production.
Of course, Morechants would help with quality control and sorting out production problems. And, of course, having it known that Morechants was backing the products would or should allay any of the customers' worries about quality. Della and I came in on the selling side. It was our job to convince the market that the products were up to the standard they should be and sell them as well.
Everything was kept very secret, so it was a complete surprise when both Della and I walked into the sales director's office one morning and informed him we were taking voluntary redundancy. Honestly I think he looked relieved that he was getting shot of the two highest paid members of his staff. I'd love to have seen all of the directors' faces, two months later when Morechant-Permons 2000 suddenly raised its little head. Although we traded under the name Permons 2000.
There was some hoo-ha about clauses in certain people's contracts stopping them from setting up in competition with the old company. But it appeared that the contracts had been written in such a hurry when the two companys' merged and had so many loopholes that they were irrelevant. I should imagine someone's head must have rolled over that.
For the next year or so, Della and I jointly oversaw the sales department. Surprisingly we got on very well together. Della had broken up with Robert shortly after we launched the company; it must have been quite amicably because I never saw any sign of animosity between them. I think they both were too busy to dwell on it. Anyway Robert got married about a year after their bust up.
Della and I were very friendly by then. We spent a lot of time together whilst on the road; Yeah, we often did sales trips together. God, the buyer didn't stand a chance when the two of us entered their office.
And Della and I did get really friendly on quite a few evenings whilst away. We would find out where the nightlife was and have a really good time. I know you're busting to know so I'll tell you that often we did spend the night in each other's hotel rooms. When we'd signed a good contract, we really went to town and fucked like bunnies.
Our old company was soon cutting back on just about everything, as Permons 2000 took the major share of the market. Eventually it was decided that a distribution centre was required in the south. Although most our offices had been down south from the start, production was still based in Glasgow.
I'm not to sure how the decision was made but I finished up in charge of the southern distribution centre. Oh, we had a sales team working out of there as well. But the sales area was split down the middle. I ran the south and Della ran the north.
Della and I still got together all the time when she was in the locality. Actually she got a flat in Glasgow and stayed at my house when she was in the south. She had her own key and came and went, as she liked. Mind you, she did start to be very conscientious about letting me know she was going to be at the house, after I'd brought a date home one evening. When we got to the bedroom, we found Della was fast asleep in the bed. I'm not sure what that woman made of it, but she never would go out with me again. Perhaps she thought Della and I had a Bi party planned.
Anyway life, as far as I was concerned, was going just fine. I was spending very little time on the road by then, just the odd trade show. I'd bought myself a nice house and I had everything a guy could want in life. Well, except a wife and children that is. And I figured it was about time that I corrected that point.
Della and I had gone out to dinner one evening when I tackled the problem with her.
"Della, when are you going to marry me?" I asked her.
A serious look came over Della's face. "I don't think that would be a good idea, Mike."
"And why not?"
"Because I like you a lot Mike, I always have done. But I don't love you and you definitely don't love me!"
"I don't?"
"No, you don't. Look, Mike, we've always been attracted to each other. We've been at war on occasions when we were in competition at work. But now we are friends. Fuck buddies, if you like, but that is as far as it goes."
I was sitting there staring at her trying to make sense of what she was saying.
"Look, Mike, were you jealous of Robert or upset about me going out with him? And I don't mean envious that we were sleeping together. I mean really upset or jealous?"
"Well, if you put it that way, I was envious of Robert, but no, I don't think I was jealous or upset. I didn't think I had a right to be."
"And you don't get upset when I tell you I've slept with someone else up in Glasgow either."
"No, come on, I've slept with a few girls as well. What right have I got to be jealous of what you're doing?"
"That's the point. If you loved me or I loved you, we wouldn't be sleeping around. We'd be so wrapped up in each other we wouldn't have time to think of anyone else. Face it, Mike, we're really good friends and if you want fuck buddies, but that's all there is to our relationship.
"I know I can always count on you and you know you can rely on my help and assistance whenever you need it. But that isn't all a marriage is about. It's about that longing to be with someone that makes you walk away from a sure thing when it's offered.
"Della, you've lost me somewhere."
"Remember that night we ran into each other in Norwich?"
"Yeah, but what's that got to do with anything?"
"I was yours for the taking that night and you didn't even give me a kiss good night."
"Now, hold on there, Della. You told me the following morning that you were pleased that you didn't have to fight me off that night."
"Pride, Mike. You know you were the first guy who didn't crawl into my bed at the slightest hint I'd be interested. I'll tell you I thought I had you wrapped around my finger that night and blow me if you didn't walk away. I couldn't let on to you that I wanted you to take me that night."
"Oh, I didn't realise."
"Of course you didn't, but do you know why?"
"No, but I suppose you're going to tell me."
"Because you were in love with Gwen. Oh, you might have fantasised about getting me in bed and I'll bet it was going through your mind all evening. That is when you weren't giving me Gwen and your life story."
"I talked about Gwen that night. I don't remember?"
"Della chuckled to herself. "No, you probably don't. I think it was a built-in defence system to let me know there was someone else in your life. Who you had no intention of betraying."
"Quite the little psychologist, aren't we?"
"Yes, I got my Masters in it. Very handy in sales you know."
"So were does your psychology degree say we go from here?"
"Nowhere. We carry on as we always have until one of us meets the right one for them. Don't worry, we'll find them and when we do the other one of us will know immediately. Then I hope we can just go on being friends."
"Okay, Della, if that's how you think we should go; I'll follow your lead."
Della smiled at me and pulled me close for a long kiss.
"Okay now, let's go home and have some fun," Della said, as we broke the kiss.
It was six months later that it finally came home to me that I had no chance of marrying Della. She'd mentioned Gordon a few times, the same way I told her about the girls I was going out with. But one weekend she told me that she was coming down for the weekend but would be staying at a hotel as Gordon was coming with her.
I insisted that they stayed in my house, as I wanted to meet the guy. Why do we do these things to ourselves? My chest had tightened when Della said she was bringing him down south. I had a good idea what it meant.
Of course, it did call for me to hurriedly move all Della's stuff out of my bedroom into the guestroom. Here I was lucky that I had a cleaner with some sense in her head. Jenny (my cleaner) noted that Della's gear had been moved out of the master bedroom and called me at work to ask me why. Well, I told Jenny that Della was bringing her boyfriend to the house for the weekend; I had no secrets from Jenny, she was used to finding lots of different women in my house besides Della.
"You clown, Mike. And what's Della's guy going to think when she has to go into your en-suit because you left all her womans stuff in there. Don't worry I'll sort it all out for you and put her stuff away as she would expect it to be."
Gordon was a really nice bloke, and I could see that he was well on the way to capturing Della's heart. After that weekend, Della and I did sleep together quite a few times, but her gear never returned to my bedroom. I knew it was only a matter of time before the date was set.
I'd assumed that when that date was set, Della and I wouldn't share a bed anymore. Well, I was wrong; we actually slept together on and off, right up until the night before her wedding. That particular night Della cried on my shoulder for most of it and we didn't make love together. Della was thirty-five and she had been her own woman all her life so far. She was having one hell of a problem dealing with giving up her independence and getting married. It could be that's why she had continued to sleep with me after she'd got engaged.
After their honeymoon, Della and Gordon - when he came down with her - continued to stay at my house when they were in the south. But Della and I were never to share a bed together again.
It was on one of those weeks when Della was coming down for the weekend that she called to inform me that she had a little dinner party planned for the Friday evening. Della and Gordon drove down overnight and arrived on the Friday morning. In the office that day there was something about Della's body language that told me something very unusual was going on. But she refused to tell me what it was.
When I came out of my office that evening, I was met by Robert and Gordon who, without any ceremony, dragged me off to the pub for a pint. Now I was sure Della had something planned but I still had no idea what? Robert and Gordon weren't giving any clues either, not that they necessarily knew anyway. I gathered their instructions were to keep me out of the way until eight o'clock and then to be at the house on time. The two guys - and I - were also to remain sober and definitely not to eat anything.
I'm not sure about the sober part; we were in the pub for three hours. We left the cars and took a taxi to my house just to be on the safe side.
As we entered the house, we were assaulted by the delicious smell of the meal cooking. Jenny, my cleaner, met us at the door; she explained she was going to play waitress for Della that evening as she shepherded us into the dining room, where we were to find Robert's wife putting the final touches to the table.
I was by now feeling a little concerned as to just what the hell Della was up to and it was with some trepidation that I took my seat. Robert's wife fussed around, ensuring we were all sitting where Della wished us to sit. Requests to her about what Della was up to were ignored. I did note that the table was set for six.
Suddenly the door to the hall opened and Della stuck her head around it, I'd expected her to make her entrance through the kitchen door.
"Thanks for being on time, boys." she said to Robert and Gordon. "Now I'd like to introduce you to an old school friend of mine and my special guest this evening."
Della walked fully into the room and turned to look back at the doorway. But no one followed her in.
Della looked slightly annoyed. "Sorry, she's a little shy. Jenny, give her a hand, will you?"
Gwen came flying into the room, obviously having been firmly propelled by Jenny.
"Now don't say a word, Mike! Everybody, this is Gwen. She's my special guest this evening and, for those of you that don't know, Mike's ex-wife. I expect Mike to be civil and friendly to her this evening."
I'm not sure how I felt. I don't think I was angry with Della for the unexpected presence of Gwen. But at the same time I was pleased to see Gwen again.
Everyone was introduced to Gwen who was then ushered to a chair opposite me. I smiled and said how pleasant it was to see her again, how nice she looked. Oh, god, you can imagine what I said surely. Just the kind of embarrassed small talk everybody comes up with when they are completely out on a limb. I think you can safely say I talked rubbish for most of the evening.
The meal over, Della insisted we all adjourn to the lounge whilst Jenny and her daughter, who I had no idea was there, cleared the table. It was shortly after we'd moved into the lounge; I'd gone straight to my drinks cabinet to organise those, when I got a chance to have a whispered conversation with Della.
"What are you playing at, Della?"
"Not now, Mike. Get everybody a drink and I'll meet you in the hall."
I served everyone drinks, noting at the same time that the only two places left for me to sit was alongside Gordon or on the other sofa alongside Gwen. Gwen saw me looking and went to get up to change seats, but Robert's wife's hand shot out and firmly held her in her seat.
Everybody having a drink in their hand, I excused myself and headed for the hall.
"Okay, Della, what's the bleeding game?" I said to her the moment the door was closed.
"Isn't it obvious? I'm trying to get you two back together?"
"Come on, we were married once and it all went pear shaped."



"But things are different now. For one, you aren't on the road all the time and Gwen ... well, she's had her problem sorted out."
"What bleeding problem?"
"Her hormone problem. Why do you think she was up and down like a bloody yo-yo? Gwen had a hormone balance problem. She went to anger management classes after she... Oh, after your divorce anyway and they sent her to a psychiatrist, who had her hormone balance check out. Gwen's were all over the place; it didn't take them long to sort her out.
"You mean she doesn't lose her temper anymore?"
"Don't be silly, we all loose our temper sometimes. Let's just say Gwen has her emotions as much under control as the rest of us do nowadays."
"Well, that's a relief to hear."
"So are you going to try to get back together with her?"
"Hold on, Della. Gwen and I broke up years ago."
"But you still love her."
"What makes you believe that?"
"Could it be because you dream about her so much?"
"What makes you think I dream about Gwen?"
"Mike, you talk in your sleep! Why do you think that once you bed them, all those girls disappear so fast? It's not conducive to a long relationship, you know, to have your lover murmuring another woman's name all night."
"Oh, shit, do I? I've always wondered why some women are all over me until we slept together and then they didn't want to know anymore. You know sometimes I wondered if it was something to do with my performance in bed."
"Wow! You got no worries on that score, Mike. If it was only down to sex, I'd have married you the first chance I got."
"Well, that's a relief. And if I think about it, I do miss Gwen, and I believe I still do love her. But does she still love me?"
"Jesus, Mike, do you think she would be here if she didn't love you. The poor woman's been on tenterhooks for weeks while I've been planning tonight."
"How long have you had this evening up your sleeve, Della?"
"About three years!"
"Three years!"
"Shush, they'll hear you inside. Look, Gwen's my friend and you're my friend. But I'm not that magnanimous. She had you once and lost you, or rather tried to kill you. Now when you'd been with Gwen you had no intention of climbing into my bed. Hey, I looked out for number one first. Can you blame me?"
"Yes!"
"I feared you'd say that. Are we still friends?"
"Of course, we have been since that day in Norwich, but I don't have to like you though. Now shall we get back to the others before they think we've run off together?"
"Good idea but they more likely think we are upstairs having a final...."
"You don't mean they all know we've been sleeping together."
"Of course they do. They aren't thick."
"Even Gordon and Gwen?"
"Sure, who the hell did you think taught me how to press all your buttons. Although I don't quite know when Gordon thinks we stopped getting it on, so please be careful what you say."
"Do I look like I've got a death wish?" Gordon's a big boy.
"Well, you had one when you married Gwen before she got her problems sorted, now come on."
We returned to the lounge where no one showed any sign of noting our absence. Gwen showed signs of feeling a little uncomfortable when I first sat beside her. But she relaxed when I placed my arm around her shoulder.
Once they saw that Gwen and I were comfortable with each other, Robert and his wife left and a little later Della and Gordon sneakily retired to the guestroom. I don't think Gwen and I saw them go. I have no idea when Jenny and her daughter left.
Gwen told me all about her life since our divorce. In theory I told Gwen about what had been going on in mine, but I think Della had briefed her on my life very well.
Gwen told me that she'd been friends with Della at boarding school when they were young. She'd run into Della again at a school reunion about six years ago. As Gwen had told Della her life story, Della had suddenly put two and two together. It had been common knowledge in the industry that my wife had stabbed me and Della knew that my ex-wife's name was Gwen. She heard me call Gwen on the phone, right back when we'd first met in Norwich.
The two had become firm friends again, but as far as Gwen knew it was only when I'd asked Della to marry me that either of them realised I was looking for a woman in my life. It had taken Della a lot of persuasion to get Gwen to come to the dinner party. Gwen had expected me to reject her outright.
There was no way I was sober enough to drive Gwen home. So Gwen stayed the night in my bed, whilst I slept on the sofa. I think Della thought we'd both want to jump into bed together but Gwen and I thought it prudent to take things slowly.
Well, we did take things slowly up to a point. But I'm afraid we had to rush a marriage through four months later with Gwen two months pregnant. A sister joined the first little boy early this year. I think Gwen and I are going to be fine now. We'll have to see what tomorrow holds for us.
Della and Gordon have two children now as well. We spend a lot of time together when we can, both at their house near Glasgow and at Gwen and my new place. We had to buy a bigger house because of the children.
The company is doing fine. I rarely go on the road at all and when I do Gwen comes with me. Jenny's daughter works for us now as a kind of nanny-come-housekeeper. And that means Gwen and I can get away on our own sometimes.
Life goes on
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*
My wife was waiting impatiently in the bedroom but pretending not to be. I sat on the bed and watched as she fussed with her hair and make-up, as I had watched her do so many times over the years.
But lately she had outdone herself. I had to marvel at her beauty that was emphasised by the dress she was wearing. Low cut to show off her cleavage and ending at an almost but not quite obscene height above her knee. In doing so it did show off her shapely legs to perfection. The whole ensemble was finished by the highest heeled stilettos I'd ever seen her wearing.
A car horn sounded in the street outside.
"I must rush, there's Tony now. You know where everything is, don't you, Phil, and don't let the children stay up too late, will you?" Stephanie gave me a quick kiss on the forehead and then dashed down the stairs. As she was just about to go out the front door, she stopped to say good-night to our children.
"Mommy's going out to a party tonight, kids," she said, "Now you behave yourselves for daddy. Maybe Auntie Debbie will pop in to see you later." This brought cheers from the children; they all liked Debbie from next door.
I watched her walk out and get into the front passenger seat of the big Mercedes with blacked out windows that was parked in the street outside the house.
I didn't know what to do with myself after Stephanie had left. For a little while, I stayed upstairs just sitting on the bed sulking, until I heard a knock on the back door. That would be Debbie, I knew it had to her; I'd modified that doorway to allow for her wheelchair easy access some years ago. My daughter Sara let Debbie in, and the two of them went into the lounge where the other children were watching television. I made myself a little more presentable and pulled myself together, before I went downstairs.
"Hi, Phil!" Debbie said as I entered the lounge. "My, you're looking down."
"What do you expect, Debbie? This is the sixth time in the last four weeks that Stephanie's done this to me."
"Done what?"
"Had me look after the children whilst she goes out with her boyfriend. She says she's going out with friends from work but that same guy picks her up every time."
"And you're jealous?"
"Yeah, well, of course I am. Haven't I got a right?"
"Wow, now, don't go bringing me into your troubles."
"Well, why me?"
"Well, only you can answer that one, Phil."
"Yeah, I've got to be the biggest mug in the world."
"I'll not comment on that one, Phil. Well, not in front of the children anyway."
"Okay, Debbie, don't tell me. I know I started all this in the first place."
"So you can't get annoyed with Stephanie then, can you?"
"But its not like I planned for things to go the way they did."
"No, things have just gotten out of hand on you and poor old Phil has finished up the loser."
"Give over, Debbie. I feel bad enough as it is."
"Okay, I won't rub salt into the wound. Look, why don't you nip down to the pub for a little while and have a pint? I can look after the children until it's their bedtime. But make sure you're back to put them down. I can't get upstairs to see what the little tykes are up to."
"Thanks, Debbie. You're a doll. I don't know what I'd do without you."
"Hire a nanny, I suspect."
"Well, it would save me all this dashing around. See you later and, kids, you behave for Auntie Debbie now."
The children said, "Yes, Dad," in unison as I walked out of the door.
I walked down the familiar street as I had done so many times over the previous few years. Strange, nothing ever seemed to change in that street. Old Mrs Cummings was sitting in her lounge hiding behind the net curtains, watching the world go by as she always did.
Old man Grant was watering his garden. He seemed to be working on his garden twenty-four hours a day, summer or winter, rain or shine. Strange old bugger, that one.
When I arrived at the Pub on the corner, I stopped for a while. I hadn't been in there for some time, and I was sure they'd all heard the rumours and knew what the score was; I wondered what my reception was going to be like. Oh, shit, I thought, Stephanie could even be in here with some guy or perhaps she had been out one night with one of the regulars. Damn it, would they all know?
Steeling myself, I forced myself to enter the lounge bar, the bar Stephanie and I had been in together on so many Friday and Saturday nights in the past.
"Hello, stranger!" the Governor called almost the moment I opened the door. Christ, I wish he hadn't. I was conscious that every eye in the place was on me in seconds. Disconnected voices called, "Hi, Phil!" from various corners of the room. I waved my hand in a general reply to all of them, without looking to see who'd spoken and headed for a stool tucked away at the end of the bar; somewhere that I could sit that would mean that only one person to get within easy speaking distance of me at a time.
I think they all got the message and, for a long time, no one came near me except the Governor to bring me my pint. He hadn't had to ask what I wanted to drink; he knew my usual poison.
"Sorry to hear how things panned out, Phil," he said, as he refused the fiver I proffered him in payment for the pint, with a wave of his hand. "This one's on the house. You look like you need it."
"To be honest, George, alcohol is the last thing I need. It was the cause of all my troubles."
"In moderation, Phil, that's what you've got to remember."
"Now he tells me!" I replied with a false smile, attempting not to look as down as I was feeling.
Look, I'd just fucked things up big time. I didn't really need every Tom, Dick and Harry knowing just how bad I felt about it.
Eventually one of the guys who'd been my best friend locally got up the courage to come over and talk to me.
"Well, Phil, how's it going?" Barry said with a concerned look on his face.
"Like shit, Barry. What did you expect?"
"Do you want to talk about it?"
"I'm not sure, Barry. Kinda gets me down, you know."
"If you ask me, you look like someone who needs to talk, Phil. Don't worry, I wont spill the beans to this lot. We've been friends for a long time. You know me better than that."
"Well, I suppose I've got to talk about it sometime."
"George, anyone in the snug?" Barry asked the Governor.
"No one I can't chuck out," George replied and then he asked, "You want some privacy?"
Barry nodded in confirmation and George disappeared to clear the little snug bar for us. When George reappeared and gave us the nod, Barry led the way in the little bar.
"Okay, what's eating you?"
"It's Stephanie, Barry. She's dating. She's had me come over and babysit the kids six times in the last four weeks."
"Shit, that's a bit quick on her part, isn't it. The divorce can't be final yet."
"Yeah, cuts me up something rotten to see her walk out of the house dressed up like that."
"I can imagine it does, but why the fuck does she ask you to babysit for her."
"She says she can't find anyone else. Debbie comes in to sit with the kids but she can't get upstairs to put them to bed."
"Bullshit! My Ruth would baby sit for Steph. She's only got to ask. If you ask me, Stephanie's turning the knife in the wound."
"I suppose she's got the right. I did fuck things up in the first place."
"Come on, whatever you did doesn't call for her torturing you like this. Everyone knows you love her, even if she doesn't."
"We reap what we sow, Barry."
"Look, Phil, if you don't mind me asking, what was it you were supposed to have done in the first place? You disappeared so fast, no one around here knows what the hell happened. All I've heard is speculation and innuendo."
"I fucked up big time, Barry. I was at a bloody seminar down in Torquay. Big do, it was supposed to be. Bloody joke really, nothing more than an excuse for most of the guys to party the night away.
"Anyway on the last evening everyone hit the juice a bit more than they should have; me amongst them. I'm not sure how, but some of us got invited to a party at another much smaller hotel, don't ask me how, a friend of a friend type thing. Damn place was more like a guesthouse than any hotel I've ever been to, but it did have a bar.
"Well, that party got way out of hand. Jesus, there were people shagging all over the place. They didn't even bother going to the bedrooms. I tell you, I'd never seen anything like it in my life. Now I stayed well clear of the folks who were getting out of hand. I only wish I'd taken one look and fucked off back to my own hotel. But come on, there's a bit of the voyeur in all of us and there was some tasty looking birds running around almost naked. Jesus, later on some of them were naked.
"I found myself a seat at the bar from where I could watch some of the action, even though I had no intention of joining in. I'm damn sure you'd have done the same, right?"
"You bet I would," Barry said in reply.
"I'm not sure how long I'd been sitting there when this young bird came and sat beside me. Honestly I didn't think she was like most of the other crumpets there. She seemed a little frightened of what was going on around us. Well, we got to chatting about this and that. She was telling me about the university course she was supposed to be taking. Honestly I can't remember much of what she said.
"Well, I was still drinking and so was she. To cut a long story short, I woke up in her bed with her the following morning. Shit, it scared the bleeding life out of me. Honestly, Barry, I've no recollection of getting in that bed or of what I did when I was in it. The next thing I remembered was the little tart saying, 'Morning, Lover, are you ready for another round.' Jesus, Barry, I was out of there so fast, you'd have thought my arse was on fire."
"You lucky bastard! Good looking, was she?"
"Yeah, she wasn't a bad looking sort. I've seen far worse. But there was nothing lucky about it. I finished up with the bleeding clap and that was just the beginning of my troubles."
"Oh shit, you didn't pass it on to Steph, did you?"
"No, mate, I didn't get the bleeding chance. Luckily, in a way, it was Steph's time of the month. And then before the week was out some bastard sent some photographs taken that night to Steph. She just blew up and threw me out."
"Oh, fuck, what fucking bastard would want to do that to you? You got any trouble at work? You know, made any enemies over the years?"
"No. No one else from my company was there, but I've got a good idea who sent those pictures and I even know why."
"You do? Who was the bastard?"
"Tell me, do you remember that couple that used to live at number 32? I can't recall their names, but she was done for soliciting and he was done for being her pimp. Living off immoral earnings or something they done him for."
"Yeah, just about. They moved out just after we bought the house. I was too late for all the fun though."
"Oh, you missed the police raids in the middle of the night then. Well, I never saw them when I was there, but guess who tended out to be at that bloody party in Torquay?"
"What, both of them?"
"I don't know for sure about him, but I'm damned sure it was her in the background of one of the photographs that the bastard sent Stephanie."
"Oh, fuck! You think they sent the pictures to Steph?"
"Bloody sure of it. They accused everybody in the street of grassing them up, over the prostitution lark. I think they recognised me and maybe even set up the thing with that little tart. Like a fucking mug, I walked right into it."
"Holy cow! But didn't you explain that you were drunk to Steph? Surely she'd cut you some slack over it."
"Well, she might have done, if I held my hands up and confessed when I first got back home. But like a fucking idiot I kept my mouth shut. I figured what Steph didn't know about, she wouldn't fret over. Christ, Torquay's nearly two hundred miles away. How the fuck was I to know those bleeding pictures were going to turn up in the post a week later?"
"Were they bad?"
"Bad enough. There were some of me and the little tart naked on the bed."
"And that's when the shit hit the fan?"
"Sure did, and caught me right in the face as it did so. But it didn't end there. I'd caught the clap off that little tart, remember. Well, a few weeks later when the symptoms showed, I had to go to the VD clinic and they had to get in touch with all my sexual partners in the previous three months. Well, there was no one beside the little bitch and I hadn't had sex with Steph since I'd been with the tart, because of her monthlies. But they're a right job's-worth crowd down there at the clinic and to them rules is rules. The fact I hadn't had sex with Steph since I'd been with that tart didn't stop them from calling her in for tests.
"If Steph was angry when she saw those pictures, she was bloody apoplectic when the bloody VD clinic wrote to her. I tell you she called me on the phone and I thought she was coming down the soding wires to rip my throat out. I think she might have forgiven me for sleeping with the little slut, but if she hadn't been on her period I would have given her the clap as well and we both knew it.
"There was no way she was going to forgive that, and she went straight to the divorce lawyer. Now once Stephanie was through that bitch Samantha Cromer's door, all hope of us staying together was flushed down the pan."
"Bugger, Phil, I'm sorry to hear all this."
"Well, do me a favour, Barry. Don't spread it all around."
"Jesus, Phil. I won't tell a soul. Bugger me; I'd be stupid if I did. You know too much about what I've got up to over the years. It would only take one word from you and Geena would be at that bitch Cromer's door as well."
Barry got up to replenish our glasses whilst I sat and brooded. When he sat down again, he asked me, "So what's the story with you and Steph now?"
"Well, that Cromer woman made sure Steph went for a divorce. You know the bitch told Steph not to even talk to me before she'd had her day in court?"
"What, did you try and fight it then?"
"Yeah, well, I was trying to delay things. I thought give it long enough and Steph might calm down and forgive me. But I should have known better once that amazon Sam Cromer was involved. I'm sure the witch is a man-hating lesbian. Christ, just about every one knows her reputation. Can you name any other solicitors off the top of your head?"
"No, but I've heard of Sam Cromer. She nailed a mate at work to the wall by his balls, when his wife divorced him."
"Yeah, well, my solicitor almost shit himself when he heard she was representing Steph."
"Don't blame him."
"Well, Steph got her decree nisi, and we've got a few months left before it becomes absolute. I see the kids every weekend and a couple of evenings a week."
"Yeah, I know I've seen your car outside the house."
"Well, after the first few weeks, Steph started to be a lot more relaxed and friendly to me when I was visiting the children. She even started staying in the room with us and talking to me. You know, I was just beginning to think there was a chance that we might get back together when she calls me one day at work and says she going out with some friends that night. The trouble was she couldn't find anyone to baby sit but Debbie. Well, you know Debbie can't get upstairs to put the kids to bed, so she asked me to come over and sit with them.
"I jumped at the chance. I thought it would help me get back into Steph's good books. What with her being so friendly in the weeks before, I really did think I had a chance, but I'm not so sure now.
"You see, Steph hadn't gone out, when I got there. Christ, she was done up to kill. I haven't seen her dressed up like that for bloody years. Then, this fucking great Merc pulls up outside the house and blasts his horn. Steph suddenly gets a fucking great smile on her face and trips out of the bleeding house like a fucking teenager. Christ, Barry, she's found another man already."
"Six fucking times in the last four weeks she's gone out with the bugger and she's never home until about one in the morning."
"Oh, fuck, well, who is he and what the fuck are you going to do about it?"
"What the fuck can I do about it?"
"Well, for a start, I'd want to know who the fucker is. Have you asked her?"
"Yep, but all she says is that she's going out with friends. She denies she's going out with a fella. But when he picks her up, she says, 'Here's Tony. I must go.' Or something like it."
"Phil, does she mention his name on purpose?"
"Now you come to mention it, I think she does. Probably to get under my skin."
"And he drives a real big black Mercedes with blacked out windows in the back?"
"Yeah. Do you know him?"
"I'm not sure, but that bloody car rings a bell. Look when we went to Florida the other year Geena hired a limo to take us to the airport. It worked out cheaper then the parking charge at Heathrow. Guess what, a big black Mercedes with blacked out rear windows."
"What, you think Steph's gong out with a limo driver?"
"No, mate, the driver was old enough to be her father. Have you ever got a look at who's driving it?"
"No, the angles are all wrong for me to see inside."
"I think Steph's using it as a taxi and could be winding you up at the same time."
"She wouldn't."
"Why not, you said yourself she was well pissed off with you. Then she suddenly gets all friendly and asks you to baby sit. Look, young Ruth's sitting at home now; she's always sat for you two in the past, so it's not like Stephanie doesn't trust her with the children."
"That doesn't make sense."
"Yes, it does. Well, to me anyway. Look, you say Stephanie gets home just before one in the morning."
"Yeah, you can set your watch by her."
"Just like she would if she was picked up by a booked taxi every time she goes out."
"But that doesn't say she isn't meeting a guy somewhere."
"I'll give you that. But if I was you, I'd be interested to know who's driving that Merc and where she's going. Aren't you?"
"To be honest, Barry, I've been thinking I don't want to know where she goes and with who, or what's she doing either. Its killing me enough as it is."
"Well, you need to know. You'll never be able to get on with your life if you don't. So when Steph gets home tonight, I'm going to be waiting at the end of the road. The first thing we need to know is who is driving that bloody car. If it's the old guy who drove us to the airport, there's no way Steph's getting it on with him."
Barry and I talked for another ten minutes or so before I had to go to Stephanie's house and put the children to bed.
Through the dining room window, I watched the Merc pull up outside Steph's house at its usual time. It had become routine by then. The car had been sitting there for a good ten minutes before the front passenger door opened and Stephanie stepped out. Plenty of time for a good night snog or whatever, I really didn't want to think about it. As usual, Stephanie stood there and made a little show of straightening her clothing, before she hunted for her keys in her handbag and then made for the front door. This was my cue to slip back into the lounge and appear to have been lost in a TV program before she entered the house.



"Oh, thanks, Phil. I hope I haven't kept you too late. Would you like a coffee before you go?"
Once again a speech that had become routine for Stephanie when she arrived home from these nights out.
"No, thanks, Steph, got a lot on tomorrow. I'd better get going. Did you have a nice time tonight?" I asked, not really wanting to know the answer but being polite. I picked up my jacket and started to head towards the door. Barry was going to meet me down the street to tell me what he'd seen.
"Oh, you usually have time to have a coffee with me, Phil. Are you in that much of a hurry?"
"I'm afraid I am, Steph. See you Saturday when I pick the kids up. Night," I said, closing the door behind me.
As I got in my car, I made a discovery that I really didn't expect and that gave me something to think about. In the darkened dining room that was only slightly illuminated by stray light getting into it from the hall, I could just make out Stephanie standing there watching me. Bugger if I could see Steph standing there, had she seen me watching her get out of that Merc?
I stopped my car at the end of the road by the pub; Barry appeared out of the shadows got in the passenger seat.
"I was right. It was the old geezer driving the Merc."
"But why did they sit outside the house for so long. What were they doing?"
"Nothing, nothing at all. I think I could make out Steph getting money out and paying the old boy. Then they just sat there, I don't even think they were talking. I saw Steph look at her watch a few times, then she suddenly got out and went inside the house."
"Doesn't make sense, Barry."
"Yes, it does. Look, Phil, I don't like to say this but Steph's playing games with your mind."
"Do what?"
"Look, the next time she calls you at the last minute, tell her you've got something on and can't make it. Then you call me on my mobile, here's the number. Look, if she's going out she'll have to ask Ruth to baby sit. If she's doing what I think she's doing, she won't go out at all. I can watch the house from mine and we'll soon know."
"And if she doesn't go out?"
"Well, the time after that you say yes, but let me know as well. I'll get Ruth on standby, the moment Steph goes off in that Merc. We'll be right behind her and see just where it is she's going all dressed up to kill and what she's doing there."
"I'm not sure, Barry!"
"Come on, Phil. Yes, you started this bloody mess and you've got to put an end to it. Whether you like what you find out or not."
"Okay, Barry, if you're willing to help me."
"Of course I am, Phil. What the fuck are friends for but to help each other when we're in the shit?"
It was the following Tuesday that I received the expected call from Stephanie at my office; as usual, quite late in the afternoon.
"Phil, sorry to ask you at the last minute. But could you by any chance look after the children for me tonight? My friends have asked me to go out with them."
"Oh, damn, Steph, I can't, I'm afraid. I've been dumped with the job of looking after a client from out of town. I've got to take her to dinner tonight. Sorry, girl, I won't be able to con any of the other guys into doing for this late in the day. Anyway it would probably upset her if one of the others showed up. Can't upset the clients, you know.
"Oh, damn, that's going to drop me right in it."
"Why don't you put it off until tomorrow night? I'll be at the house anyway to see the children."
"Oh, yeah, I'll see if I can change the night. Thanks anyway." Stephanie hung up.
As you might have guessed there was no client for me to take to dinner and I'd made the client female just in case Stephanie was playing games. I'd taken clients to dinner many times whilst we had been married but they always had been men in the past.
I called Barry and told him that Steph had just phoned me and I'd said I couldn't make it. I told him I'd made the client a female and he laughed.
"Now you're getting the idea, Phil. You're getting some idea of how these mind games work, and now we'll see what Stephanie does this evening. I'm tempted to send Ruth over and have her tell Steph you called and asked her to baby-sit for her. But Steph's not daft, there's no sense in letting on to her that I might be helping you."
It was nearly midnight when Barry called me again that night.
"Guess what, Phil? Steph never went out. Ruth spent an hour or so outside washing my car. She saw Steph open the door to let your eldest in; she must have been to a friend's house after school. Ruth said Steph definitely saw Ruth but she didn't ask her to baby sit. I tell you, Phil, Steph's playing mind games with you.
"Well, we'll see where she goes next time she asks me to baby sit. Just because she uses a taxi to get to wherever she goes to drink, it doesn't mean that she's not meeting some guy somewhere."
"You're sure she's drinking when she goes out?"
"Yeah, I can smell it on her breath. She kisses me on the cheek when I leave normally."
"Well, that explains that then."
"What?"
"Well, just before she got out of the Merc the other night, she put a hand up to her face and kind of lent back in the seat. Honestly I didn't understand what she did, but now I think she took a swig from a hip flask or something, so that she'd smell of booze when she got inside the house. Damn it, Phil, you've got one devious wife there."
"Ex-wife, Barry! Okay, I'll call you the next time she calls me."
"You're on. This is getting interesting."
"I'm glad you're having fun."
"Sorry, mate, I wait to hear from you."
============
The next call for me to baby-sit for Steph came on the Friday of the same week. She called a little earlier this time though.
At six thirty, there I was sitting on her bed again watching her put the final touches to her ensemble. Steph would call up to the bedroom the moment our eldest let me in. She would go through the same routine of explaining where everything was every time I baby sat for her. You'd have thought I'd never been in the house before and not lived there for the previous fifteen years.
But that evening it struck me. Steph wasn't giving me information that she needed to give a baby-sitter. She was showing herself off to me. Showing me how beautiful she could be, when she wanted to be. Shit, Barry was right; Steph was winding me up.
The Merc's horn sounded and I was treated to a repeat of the same show. Even down to the unnecessary mention of Tony's name. Debbie arrived on cue as well.
"Okay, Debbie what the hell is Steph up to?" I asked as she wheeled herself into the kitchen.
"I don't know what you're talking about, Phil. She's just gone out with her friends from work."
The children came out of the lounge to see where Debbie was but I shooed them back in the lounge and closed the door.
"Look, Debbie, Steph's up to something and I want to know what it is?"
"Phil, you know I love you and Steph as if you were my brother and sister. If Steph's up to something as you put it, she hasn't told me about it, I promise. Look, Phil, I tried to play peacemaker when you two separated and I told Steph then I wouldn't take sides. You've done so much for me since the accident. I wouldn't get involved in anything to harm or upset you, even if Steph had asked me to, which she hasn't."
'Damn it, where's Ruth? I've got to get out of here. There's no way we'll catch that Merc up now,' I was thinking as Debbie was talking. But then suddenly the teenager came tripping in the back door.
I quickly told Ruth that if Debbie made any telephone calls she was to call her father's mobile immediately. Debbie had joined the children in the lounge by then and wouldn't have heard me. I figured if she was into whatever Steph was up to she might call and warn her I was out looking for her.
Barry was parked in the street waiting for me and I jumped into his car as fast as I could, but Barry was on the phone and obviously not in any hurry to try and catch the Merc. I think he could see the agitated look on my face.
"Don't panic, Phil. Everything's under control," he said as he ended the call. "She's in a house about three miles away. I knew you'd never get out of the house in time for us to follow The Merc so I've got a friend on her tail."
Barry drove the three miles and pulled up behind another car that was parked in front of a row of houses, opposite a shopping parade. A guy got out of the car and came back to join us in Barry's.
"This is weird," he said as he climbed in the back. "She came out of that house about five minutes ago with four other women and they walked over to that Chinese restaurant over there, down the street."
"Phil, this Jef," Barry said. "Remember the guy I told you also had a run in with Samantha Cromer. Anyway what's weird about them going for a Chinese, Jef?"
"Your Mrs, Phil. She got out of that Merc all dressed up like she was going somewhere special. Christ, mate, I hope you don't mind me saying so but that's one wife you've got there."
"I had, Jef. We're in the middle of a divorce."
"Yeah, sorry to hear that. Been there myself and got the bloody tee-shirt to prove it. Anyway as I said she walks in the house looking like a million dollars. Ten minutes later she comes out with those other girls, dressed in jeans and a bloody sweater. You know I had to check it was the same woman with my binoculars. Oh, brought them with me in case I couldn't park close. But, bugger me, it definitely was her. What do you make of that?"
"No, it must have been someone who looks like Stephanie. What would she want to change for?" Barry said.
"I'll swear on my mother's grave, fellers, it was the same woman who got out of that bloody Merc," Jef insisted.
All three of discussed what the hell Stephanie was up to, along with Jef giving a me run down of the break up of his marriage - that I won't got into here - for the next hour or so.
Then suddenly Jef said. "Look, that's her, isn't it?"
Barry and I looked across the road where Stephanie had indeed come out of the Chinese restaurant with four other women. They were all dressed in jeans and sweaters. We watched as they walked back over the road and climbed into a people carrier. Jef rushed back to his car so that we could follow them.
About another five miles the people carrier turned into the car park of a bowling alley and parked. Then the girls got out of the car and went into the bowl. Jef followed the girls' car into the car park and Barry parked out on the road. After waiting a little while, Jef followed the women into the bowl. Ten minutes later he came back and joined us in Barry's car.
"They're bloody bowling. Looks like they're in a women's league or something."
"Damn, I told Phil she's winding you up. You know, making you jealous."
"No, doesn't sound right to me. How could she not turn up just like that when I didn't baby sit on Tuesday."
"Probably a practice evening. She wouldn't have to attend every practice evening now, would she? I don't always turn up for training at my football club," Jef volunteered.
"Yeah, sounds reasonable," Barry agreed. "But hang if I remember correctly there's a bar in there. I don't want to put you on a downer again, Phil, but they could be meeting some guys in there after they've played."
"Want me to stake the bar out?" Jef asked.
"Wouldn't do any harm," Barry said before I could reply. "But take it easy, Jef. Remember you've got to drive home tonight."
Jef said something about grandmothers and eggs to Barry as he got out of the car. We sat there waiting for a while then Barry pointed out there was a pub about fifty yards up the road. So we decided to adjourn there after we'd grabbed some fish and chips from a nearby chip shop and eaten it as we'd walked back to the pub.
Around half ten, Barry's mobile rang. It was Jef demanding to know where we were and telling us the girls were mobile again. There was no real panic as they just went back to the house they had started from.
When we got there, Jef got into Barry's car again and told us that after the girls had finished playing they went into the bar and by chance sat in the next booth to him. Jef said a couple of guys went over to talk to them, but only about bowling. After the first two guys had left two Jack the lads, as Jef put it, tried to chat the girls up but they were sent packing with a flea in their ear. He swore blind that he heard Steph tell this one guy she was married."
"Well, she is," I said.
"Technically she is, you mean. She's a free spirit as far as the law stands," Barry pointed out.
"Look, Phil, they weren't a bad looking couple of guys and they certainly had plenty of money. If Steph was looking for a man, I would have thought she'd have at least let them buy her a drink. She... well, they all blew off before the poor buggers had really started their spiel."
"Perhaps they weren't Steph's type?" Barry said.
"Could be but I don't think so. Look, all five of them had wedding rings on. From the way I read it, they were out bowling and weren't looking for anything else." Jef lent back in his seat.
"Do you mind watching and seeing what happens now?" Barry asked Jef. "We'd better get back so that Phil is settled in when she arrives home."
"Yeah, that's what I'm here for. You know, I think this private eye stuff is quite fun. I wonder how you get into the profession," Jef said as he got out of the car.
Barry dropped me off back at Steph's house. When I got inside, I was surprised to find that Debbie was still sitting in the kitchen with Ruth. She'd usually go home shortly after the children had gone to bed.
"Okay, Phil, come on. Tell us what you've discovered." Debbie asked.
I looked at her not really knowing what to say. After all, she did see Steph every day.
"Phil, honestly I'm on your side in this. If you don't want to tell me, I'll understand. But I'll have to ask Steph if you don't.
"Uncle Phil, Debbie is on your side, I promise. We all want to see you and Auntie Steph back together. Debbie and I have told the children not to say you went out tonight on pain of me never sitting for them again. Look, even the children are on your side, they want their father back."
"I'm not sure I like the idea of my children lying to their mother."
"All's fair in love and war, Phil, and this is either love or war. Whether you like it or not. The point is you've got to win this one and win Steph back. Now tell us what happened."
I looked at the two women sitting at my kitchen table and could see nothing but concern on their faces.
"Steph went bowling."
The looks on their faces changed from concern to confusion.
"Bowling?" Debbie repeated.
"Yep, bowling. There was no flashy guy in an expensive suit, no candle-light dinner and no hanky-panky that we could discern."
"That doesn't make sense." Debbie said, "Steph went out of here dressed to kill. I watched her from my house. That's why I came straight over. I knew you'd be upset."
"She got changed in a house in Sullervan Ave, near the shops. Then she and four other girls had a Chinese, before they went to the Bowling Alley. They had a drink in the bar and then went back to the house in Sullervan Ave."
"Sullervan Ave," Debbie repeated, "I'm sure that's where she said her friend from work lives. But what was all the dressing up to kill charade for?"
"To piss me off, I expect. God, she must really hate me."
"Don't be so quick, Uncle Phil," Ruth interjected. "Look, I know I'm only nineteen, and I haven't seen much of life yet. But I think I might know what Auntie Steph is up to and what you've got to do about it."
=============
It was the following Tuesday and Steph was playing that same script again. I was sitting on the bed as usual when the car horn sounded.
"I must rush. There's Tony now. You know where everything is, don't you, Phil, and don't let the children stay up too late, will you?" Stephanie gave me a quick kiss on the forehead and went out the bedroom door.
"Stephanie!" I called out.
Steph reappeared in the doorway.
"What is it, Phil? I must hurry. I can't keep Tony waiting."
"Don't run down those stairs in those bloody high heels. You'll fall and break your neck."
For just and instant I saw something in Steph's eyes that told me Ruth had been right. Stephanie had expected or hoped I was going to say something different.
"Okay, I'll be careful," Steph replied, "anything else?"
I shook my head slowly.
"Right, see you later," she said and disappeared again.
I jumped up and followed her. She was at the bottom of the stairs, giving her usual speech to the children when I arrived to the top. I watched as she went to open the front door. I needed to get the timing perfect.
"Stephanie!" I called and she turned to look up at me. "Tell Tony you aren't going tonight please!"
"Why?"
"Because I say so, and you're coming out to dinner with me instead!"
"I am? But who's going to put the children to bed?"
"I am Auntie Steph." Ruth's disembodied voice came from the lounge.
"Sure of yourself, aren't you?" Stephanie said looking back up at me.
"No, but I'm pretty sure of my wife."
"We'll see about that," she replied as she walked out of the door, leaving it open behind her.
By the time Stephanie had walked over to the Mercedes, I was at the front door. She opened her usual front passenger door and lent down, so she could speak to the driver; then she closed it again. But she didn't return to the house. The car's driver got out, placed a peaked cap on his head and then walked round to the near side of the vehicle where he opened the rear door and stood there waiting.
"Well, come on if we're going. The cars booked and I've... or rather you've... got to pay for it anyway," she said with a smile on her face.
Ruth handed me my jacket and I followed Stephanie into the car.
"Where are we going?" she asked.
"Tony knows."
"Oh, I see. You finally worked it out then?"
"Yeah!"
"Sorry, Phil, but I thought you'd given up on us. You just didn't seem to try anymore. I think I made a mistake in hiring Sam Cromer."
"Not the best of choices, if you really want to reconcile with your husband."
"Well, I was so damned angry with you and, once Sam Cromer started talking to me, I kind of let her take over. The next thing I know that bloody Judge was saying we were divorced. And then you seemed to just give up. You didn't ever ask me to reconsider or anything. Honestly, Phil, I thought I'd lost you.
"I thought I had lost you. I didn't think I had a chance of winning you back. So I didn't try."
"Well, I hoped if you thought there was someone else you'd get jealous. But, Christ, you took your time about it."
"No, I was jealous from the first time you went out. I just didn't know what to do about it. If I'd got all uppity, you might have made it awkward for me seeing the children. I had no idea what you were really up to."
We had a meal in one of the best restaurants in town and then went to a little place we'd sometimes gone to before, where we could dance. Tony picked us up at half twelve and drove us back to Stephanie's house.
After Ruth left, Stephanie and I sat in the kitchen and drank the coffee she'd made. About half one, I looked at the clock.
"I'd better be going. It's getting late!"
"Going where?" Steph asked.
"Home, of course."
"Oh, no, you don't. This is your home now, Phillip."
"You mean that?"
"Of course I do. I didn't go through all that charade just so you'd take me out to dinner. I wanted a husband back who wouldn't stand for any nonsense. Now come on. Let's go to bed. I don't know what you've been doing, but I've missed my little friend."
She took hold of my hand and tried to pull me to my feet. But I wouldn't move.
"All right, my big friend. Will that make you happier? Anyway I'm told it's nothing to do with his size, it's what you do with him that counts and what you do with him is what I need right now."



I'm not sure what time it was when I moved in bed and Stephanie must have realised I was awake.
"When did you figure it out, Phil?"
"I didn't. Young Ruth did."
"Smart girl, that one. I'll have to thank her."
"So will I!"
Life goes on.
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"I want you to get me pregnant?"
"Do bloody what?" I looked at my ex-wife in astonishment.
I'd been virtually forced into having this meeting with Michelle by my mother. Well, not exactly forced but she harped on and on about Michelle wanting to see me as she had something really important to discuss with me. I'd had to agree just to get mother off the bloody telephone. Mother had been calling me at work several times a day and, to be honest, my boss was getting real antsy about it.
"You heard me. I said I want you to get me pregnant," Michelle repeated.
"You've got to be bloody joking, girl. I'd drop myself right in the apple cart if I did that. God, I'm not paying you child maintenance for the next god knows how many years."
"If it's only the child maintenance you're worried about, I'll give you a paper that exonerates you from any financial responsibility for the children."
"Children? You want me to father more than one? You must be bloody stark raving mad."
"No I'm not mad. We always said we wanted two children and I'd like to have them now."
"Jesus, girl, you've gone bleeding bonkers. Look, child maintenance isn't up to you. The moment you put in a claim at the benefit office, they are going to ask who the children's father is and they'd be on my back as quick as bleeding lightning."
"But I wouldn't be putting in a claim for benefits."
"Look, this is insane. There's no way I'm going to father any children with you. Go and get one of your boyfriends to father a child for you."
"I don't want anyone else to be the father of my children. I want you. And besides there hasn't ever been any other men in my life ever."
"Bullshit."
"It's true, John!"
"Bollocks, Michelle. What about that guy who was in court with you at our divorce? Do you think I'm bleeding daft or something?"
"No, just gullible sometimes. That was my brother's friend Graham and you know what that means, don't you? He was just there to make you jealous, because you always had that little tart with you."
"That little tart, as you so nicely call her, is Brian's wife, Gale. You know Brian, the work-mate whose sofa I slept on for nearly two years because I couldn't afford anywhere to live myself. I had to pay half the rent money on your bloody flat until the lease ran out. Gale was just there to hold my hand, that's all. They're a lovely couple. I wouldn't do anything that would risk their marriage."
"Oh and I'm supposed to believe that."
"No more than I'm supposed to believe that lover boy Graham, as you call him, is a bloody poof. Jesus, he had every woman in that bloody court room drooling over him."
"Yes, it's a terrible waste, isn't it, and you should see the size of his equipment. But I'm afraid he prefers sleeping with my brother."
"Ah, see, dropped yourself in it there. How'd you know how big his prick is, if you haven't slept with him?"
"He's an actor like my brother, you clown. That's where Pete met him, on a gay film porn shoot. Graham's starred in more gay movies than you've ever seen."
"Well, that wouldn't be many. I've never been partial to watching gay porn."
"Well, take my word for it, Graham has no interest in women. I just had him come along to wind you up. Sounds like it worked."
"You always were a wicked cow!"
"Come on, that show that I put on with Graham was no worse than the one you put on with Gale."
I had to smile to myself as I remembered Gale hanging all over me outside the solicitor's office. I'd watched Michelle's face as she'd struggled to keep her emotions under control. But then when it came to our day in court, Michelle had showed up hanging on the arm of a really handsome guy. Took the bleeding wind right out of my sails, I'll tell you. But Gale had risen to the occasion as she always does. Christ, she almost had me convinced that we were going to shag the night away.
"When you think about it, I suppose it wasn't."
"Good, now that's out of the way, when are we going to get together so you can get me pregnant?"
"Bloody hell, Michelle, I told you there's no way in the world that I'm going to get you pregnant. That would mean we'd have to sleep together and there's no chance of me doing that."
"What's up? Didn't you enjoy fucking me when we were married?"
"Well, of course I did, but we aren't married anymore. Look, I told you I'm not getting lumbered with paying for your children for bleeding ever. I might want to marry someone else in the future and have kids. I'd be in Shit Street if I had to pay for your children as well."
"But I told you, you wouldn't have to pay maintenance."
"Oh, is that so? Well, tell me how would you bloody live? You wouldn't be able to work and bring up children as well."
"Oh, I don't have worry about money. I've got loads of it."
"Oh, yeah? What you have done won the lottery or something."
"In a word, yes. Eight million, three months ago; I just got back from a cruise and now I'd like to settle down and have the family we always talked about."
"Jesus Christ, girl, with that kind of money, you must have guys queuing up to marry you. I'm sure that one of them would be happy to stick a bun in your oven for you."
"I don't want one of those gold diggers to father my children. I want you."
"Blimey, girl, I'm a bloody loser. You said that yourself when we divorced. Why the hell would you want me to father your children?"
"Well, I was hoping that you'd want to be involved in their upbringing."
"You'd be correct on that one. If you did have a child by me, yes, I would want to be involved in raising it. But that's just ain't going to happen."
"But if it did, you'd want to see the children every week."
"Most likely I would, but as I said it's just not in the cards."
"If it was in the cards though and we had maybe one or two children together, well, then at least we'd get to see each other every week."
"Why the hell would you want to do that?"
"Because I love you, stupid!"
"Now hold on there, Michelle. You divorced me, remember?"
"People in glass houses shouldn't throw stones. You cross petitioned, remember?"
"For your unreasonable behaviour."
"Well, I divorced you for your mental cruelty to me."
"I was never cruel to you, Michelle."
"And I was never unreasonable. Look, let's face it. We married far too young and really we didn't know what we were letting ourselves in for. We couldn't afford the flat we rented to live in and it left us so short of money we couldn't live the lives we wanted to live. John, all we ever really argued about was money. Look, it just all went wrong on us, but I never stopped loving you. It was always you right from when we first met at school. I never did go out with any other boys."
"God, don't do this, Michelle. I wish I'd never agreed to meet you now."
"Why do you wish that?"
"Because it breaks my heart whenever I see you. That's why!"
"Oh, goody."
"You sick cow, you love to see me suffer, don't you?"
"Don't be silly. I said goody because you still love me."
"I never said that!"
"No but you implied it."
"So what if I do anyway. What good does it do me?"
"Well, that's up to you, but I'm willing to say 'I do' again if you're willing to ask."
"Do you mean that?"
"Of course I do."
"How do you know I wouldn't be asking you just to get my hands on your money?"
"Not much point in you doing that. I paid three point four million into your bank account almost seven weeks ago now. Don't you ever check your bank statements?"
"What the hell did you do that for?"
"Because you're my husband and I love you."
"Oh, bugger. You know my dad told me I'd never be able to understand women and I shouldn't try."
"Clever man your dad. Are you coming home to bed now?"
"Now hold on, Michelle. I can't just go over to your place for the night just like that. I need to think about this. And besides I've got an early start at work tomorrow and I haven't got my gear with me."
"No problem. You're not working tomorrow. You've got the day off."
"What are you talking about now?"
"I just told your supervisor you wouldn't be in and that's that."
"You can't do that. I'll get fired."
"Oh, no, that can't happen; I own the place. Or rather you will once we sign the papers."
"Do what?"
"Look, you always said that when you got rich, you'd buy the company and show them how to run it properly. Well, now you own it. Where did you think the other six hundred thousand went. I wouldn't short-change my husband. Come on, lets go to our house and get busy making children."
"What house is that?"
"The big one we used to walk passed on our way to school. Remember you always did love the place. Come on, let's go."
"Do I really have a choice?"
"Not if I can help it."
"You know I do love you, Michelle."
"Yes I've always known and I love you as well."
Life goes on.
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As usual I thank my LadyCibelle and Techsan for their patience, proof reading, editing skills and of course encouragement. I'd also like to add that we don't always see eye to eye, so I take full responsibility for the content and any cock-ups in this story. I'll also add that I'm getting a little on the "pissed-off-with-the-world" side again (especially with HMG and some of those brain dead idiots who work for it), so my postings could well fall off a bit for a while.
*
Those of you who have to travel in the course of your employment will know what it's like when you find yourself entering yet another strange hotel room, in yet another town you don't really want to be in.
It could be I'm a bloody pessimist, tight or that I don't trust people; after a quick look around to familiarise myself with the room's layout, I put my travelling bag and briefcase down. Then the first thing I did was to check the seals on the mini-bar (assuming there is one, of course), there's no way I'm paying the hiked-up prices hotels charge for a miniature bottle out of one of those things, expense account or not. And I'm damned sure I'm not paying for something I haven't used myself either.
Next it's a quick check for cleanliness of the room, bed and towels. A flash foyer and efficient reception doesn't mean the rest of the in-house staff is up to scratch. After checking that the bed linen is what it should be, I take a quick look under the bed. This was a new check I'd instigated after reading about a guy in New York, who found a dead prostitute's body under his bed. I didn't expect to find any corpses and I won't go into what I've found under hotel room beds since I started checking there. Someone might read this and demand it back. Don't panic, though; I reformatted the hard drive and my daughter loves the iPod, even if I did have to buy new earphones.
Finally after I've made sure there's both hot and cold water running in the bathroom and that the telephone works, it's time to switch the TV on. Good to check the telephone first; because if the TV doesn't work, trying to shout insults down a dead phone can be frustrating.
Not that I watch the TV much, but its nice to have a little background sound sometimes, especially if the people in the next room are noisy or getting it on. Some of these cheap hotels have very thin walls and I'm afraid I don't "get off" on listening to a couple of lovers trying to wear the bed out in the next room. I don't know where some of these folks get their energy from?
Everything checked out fine in this particular establishment; well, it normally does anyway but, as I said, I'm a bit of a pessimist so I have to check. I was a pissed off pessimist actually, as I really didn't want to spend another night away from my lovely wife Florette.
Florette. Yeah, strange name; French. Florette's mother was French; apparently Florette's father was shot down during the war and Florette's mother's family hid him from the Germans and nursed him back to health before helping him to get to Spain. After the war, he went back and married the daughter of the house and took her back to England. The trouble with Florette's name is there isn't any way to shorten it, so she became Babe to me most of the time.
I'd left the TV on whilst I had my shower and changed. When I came out of the bathroom, the local news was just starting at half-six. So I switched the TV over to ITV as they started their national news at around that time.
Same old thing, politicians going on about some world crisis, and looking to have a war somewhere. Oh, they call it peacekeeping but, Christ, don't those buggers understand that our guys are getting shot at out there. Jesus, we all know that the plan is to keep the voters interested in a war somewhere, so they won't realise what a fuck-up the buggers are making of running things back home.
As I can't stand all their bullshit, I turned the volume down some and called Florette on my mobile. If I can help it, I don't pay the inflated prices they charge for hotel phone calls, and besides I had speed-dial on my mobile.
There was no answer from my home phone, so I called Florette's mobile and as usual it rang for sometime before she answered. I could just imagine her digging around in that handbag of hers trying to find it. I never could understand just how she could get all that junk in that bag. The damn thing was like a Tardis; when she pulled all the junk out of it, no one would ever believe it was all going to fit back inside.
"Hi, darling. Did you get there alright?" Florette finally answered.
"Yeah, fine, Babe. The traffic was bad on the motorway as usual, and I got hung up for a while. The hotel room's not bad. I've seen worse. Where are you, by the way? I called on the home phone first."
"I'm round at Jenny's. Couldn't see the point in dashing home to an empty house again. Why?"
"Oh, just curious, that's all."
I should have guessed Florette would be at Jenny's. The two of them are inseparable most of the time and have been ever since I met Florette at Jenny's wedding. Jenny's husband, Joseph, was my best mate Sheldon's younger brother. Although over the years Joe and I have grown closer, because of the girls' close friendship.
Florette said she was having dinner with Jenny and Joe and she might possibly stay over. As there wasn't much point in going home to an empty house, Florette had slept over at their place before when I'd been away, so it wasn't really a surprise for me.
After we'd said the normal sloppy stuff, and I'd told Florette I'd see her the following evening, we ended the call and I headed down to the restaurant for my evening meal.
There wasn't much on the menu that grabbed my attention so I went for my usual steak. That went back once because it wasn't cooked to my liking. Oh, I can be a right pain in the arse when I want to be, especially when I'm away without Florette. I'm so pissed off I'm looking for anything to vent my anger and frustration on.
My meal over, I adjourned to the bar. Hey, with luck there'd be some nice scenery in there that night. Well, on entering the bar I figured the evening could be interesting if nothing else. The first person I took note of, I put straight down as a hooker; she was sitting at the bar, sizing up everyone the moment they walked into the place.
Sitting at one of the tables were four women, a bit on the older side who looked like they were on girls' night out. A couple of rep types kept asking them to dance, which all of the women did in turn. But I think the guys were on a losing wicket. Those four were going home to their loving husbands still chaste, which they did do later when one of their husbands turned up to take them home. Well, I assumed it was a husband; if it wasn't, those four were capable of killing him to my mind. A three-way with one guy, yeah, but a five-way with one guy? They'd kill the bugger.
There were a few couples and foursomes sitting around, including one pair that looked like a honeymoon couple. Shit, I hoped they weren't in the room next door to mine. Two separate couples, whom I took to being on the lam; the age differences didn't look right to me. But then again, the girls might have just been escorts, for all I know. Oh, I don't speculate about escorts; some folks say they are all on the game. But I happen to know a couple of them who aren't. They're just a couple of nice kids trying to get through university without a bloody great debt hanging over their heads. Live and let live, I say.
There were just a couple of ladies on their own - besides the hooker, that is - and there were, of course, quite a few single and little groups of reps and workers who were away from home for the night. By watching them, I could tell some were on the prowl, while others were just having a quiet drink before they, like I would be doing, went to spend a lonely night in a strange bed.
I hadn't seen her in the restaurant but, shit, I - and just about everyone else - saw her when she walked into that bar. God, she glided into the place like she wasn't touching the floor. She stopped and looked around nervously, I think, as though she wasn't sure what to do next, then headed for the bar where she took a stool not far from the hooker who was by now in conversation with a rather rotund guy. I assume they were discussing business.
No sooner had the woman got to the bar than the first wolf arrived at her side. A bit premature I think, but this woman was one of those that make all happily married men - I'm assuming the men have a conscience here - wish they weren't happily married. She, I think, politely refused the wolf's offer of a drink; I would have loved to have overheard what she'd said to him; whatever it was, the wolf quickly retreated.
How to describe this woman who'd grabbed every guy's attention when she walked through that door? Well, she was not a young dolly bird or anything like it. I'd say she was about Florette's age: thirty-eight-ish. She had medium length auburn hair and was wearing that killer of all get ups: the LBD (little black dress, for those of you not familiar with the term). That dress showed off her figure to perfection and ended just below the knee. As she'd perched on the barstool the LBD had risen up just enough to cause every guy in the place to take a deep breath. The heeled shoes she was wearing were just high enough to add some shape to her calves. Damn it, the woman had presence.
If she had been younger, I would have taken her for another escort, like I thought the two other really good looking girls in the bar were. But there was something about this woman that said she wasn't. She had the air about her that told you she wasn't used to entering a bar on her own. Bugger, any guy who got his hooks into her would be bleeding daft to let her out on her own anywhere that the wolves might be about.
Having purchased her drink from the now beaming barman - where had that sullen face that served me gone - the woman looked around for a vacant table, to my displeasure choosing the one alongside mine. Why was I unhappy about that? Well, I happen to enjoy looking at good-looking women; don't we all? Sorry, all men; there could be some ladies reading this. Anyway with her sitting so close to me, I couldn't take in her beauty without making it obvious.
She hadn't been sitting there very long before another guy approached her and asked her if she would like to dance. She politely refused and he retreated only to be replaced by yet a third guy who wasn't going to give up so easily. When she refused his request for a dance with her, he offered to buy her a drink. Actually I think this guy had indulged a little too much in the sauce that evening, so he was totally incapable of realising his attentions were not welcome.
He sat himself down at her table and continued his ludicrous attempts at seduction. This was my cue to play the knight-errant. Well, not immediately; I had to let him raise the woman's anxiety level a little first. I'll point out that I had no intention of doing anything I shouldn't do that evening, being a married man and all. But enjoying this lady's company for a few drinks would take the edge off an otherwise boring and lonely evening.
My timing had to be just right though. There were other gentlemen besides me in that bar and I needed to get in fast to achieve my goal. When I noted the movement of another guy on the other side of the room, I turned in my seat and dived in.
"Look, squire, the young lady obviously isn't enjoying your company or your unwanted attentions. Now please go away before you upset her any more than you have already."
It took the guy a couple of moments to refocus his eyes on me; the drink does that to some folks. I could see that, even in his inebriated condition, he at least still had the sense to think about what a confrontation could lead to.
"What's it got to do with you?" he finally asked.
"The lady is a friend of mine and I don't like to see my friends getting upset. I, on the other hand, am pretty upset already so if you aren't going to go away under your own steam, I'll only be to glad to let off some steam myself and assist you."
I began to rise from my seat, but at that moment another guy - obviously a colleague of the drunk - appeared and persuaded him that they really needed to be somewhere else.
"I'm sorry about that," his friend said to me as he led him away, "he doesn't handle his drink too well."
"Don't apologise to me. It was the lady he was upsetting," I replied as they left, heading towards the bar's entrance.
Now standing I turned back to the lady. "Sorry about that. No manners, some people."
"Thank you. I never know what to say around drunk people. They don't take the hint very easily."
"My pleasure, ma'am. Now if you don't think I'm being too forward, may I offer to buy you a drink? But before you answer," I held up my ring finger to display my band of gold to her. "I'm a very happily married man and I intend to stay that way."
She smiled back at me. "Well, now, you do lay your cards on the table."
"I'd hate anyone to get the wrong idea. A little light conversation is all I ever look for, when I'm away from home."
"She must be some woman."
"Oh, she is: half-French, half-Scottish. The French half gives her looks and passion; the Scottish half is where her brains come from. She can make a pound stretch from here to kingdom come.
"I'll have a gin and tonic, if I may?" The lady said, moving along the sofa she was sitting on, and making it obvious where she wished me to sit when I returned with the drinks.
"Ian Cumberland, at your service." I said, as I sat beside her, holding my hand out to her as I did so. A little over the top, but who gives a damn?
"I'm pleased to meet you, Ian. I'm Stephanie Morris. My friends call me Annie."
"What brings you to this godforsaken town tonight, Annie?"
"God, it is a depressing place, isn't it. I live out in the country - well, in a little village anyway. And, if you must know, the bank manager."
I suddenly wondered what I'd walked into. Why would she be in town to see the bank manager? Annie must have been able to read the confusion on my face, so she went on.
"We - or rather, I now since I was recently widowed - run a small garage. No, damn it, it's just a filling station since my husband died. He ran the workshop and I ran the filling station part. Anyway it costs a lot of money to fill our tanks up and I have the most god awfully big overdraft. Our.... My banks here in town and I have to come up to see the bank manager every six months or so, so he can look at the books. Really I think it's so he can charge me another seventy pounds for the interview, where he tries to make me feel like a child."
"Ah, I've met the sort, full of they're own importance."
"Do run a large overdraft?"
"No, I'm a security consultant. They like to play the, 'I'm a clever bugger game,' but I like to point out the holes in their security. Cuts them down to size a bit. But if you're here, who's running your garage?"
"My children. Michelle is seventeen and she looks after most things whilst I'm away. Phillip will be on the console tonight, he's fifteen and insists on doing his share once he comes home from school. He wants to train as a mechanic and reopen the workshop when he finishes his education."
"Looks like you've got a couple of good kids there."
"Have you got any children?"
"Yes and talk about coincidences, I have a son of eighteen who's away at engineering college. His name's Jack, but he's known as Jacque at home; you know how the French pronounce it. It's spelt the English way but my wife's strong on her French heritage. And we have a daughter of fifteen, who's at boarding school."
"Oh, I wouldn't like my children to go away to school."
"It's not Florette's or my choice either. Marinette is a bit of a virtuoso on the cello. I'm not into all this classical stuff but we had to let her go where she could develop her skills to their best advantage. She claims she misses her brother and us but from reading the few letters we get, I think she's having a whale of a time there. Although she calls her mother all the time.
"Does your wife miss having the children at home?"
"I'm not sure. I suppose she does. But since we've had the house to ourselves, she kind-of gets a little wild around the house sometimes. It's a bit like it was when we were first married. I don't think I should go into details."
"No, I don't think you should either."
"Anyway Florette's into just about every charity there is around. She and her best friend, Jenny, are always on one committee or the other when they are not working. I get dragged off to one fund raising event after another."
For the next couple of hours, Annie and I talked about our lives and, I'll be honest, what I had thought was going to be a drag of an evening turned out to be good fun. Funny how we just clicked together and I could also understand how some guys could easily stray from the righteous path. I've got to say that I could feel there could have been some chemistry there.
I escorted Annie up to her room. Well, not exactly to her room. I got out of the lift on her floor and, having said good night, I watched her as she walked down the corridor to her room, went inside and closed the door. All right, if you insist, she did give me a little peck on the cheek and thanked me for a wonderful evening. But it was just a friendly peck.
I was surprised to find it was well-gone midnight when I got back to my own room. In less than a couple of minutes, I was in the land of dreams. What a bloody shame that you can't always remember your dreams? It must have had a good one; I awoke with a woody in the morning. Not unusual when I'm at home with Florette, but bloody unusual for me when I'm on the road.
I hadn't been sitting in the dining room for long eating my breakfast when I was pleasantly surprised by Annie joining me at my table. I'm buggered if I can remember what we talked about over our meal, but again it made a change from being alone. It was almost eight-thirty when we said our goodbyes and Annie dashed off to her room to get ready for her meeting.
I had no rush because I couldn't get into the place I was checking out until ten at the earliest. It was only going to be a cursory inspection anyway. I was in one of the other guy's territory and he'd given the place a once over a few weeks back. The idea was that no one there knew me from Adam and I was going to see if they'd closed the holes that my colleague had spotted.
Back in my room alone, I switched on the TV for some company whilst I read through my colleagues report again. He'd advised that brown overalls should make me invisible, as that was the colour the company issued to its workers. He also suggested what gate I could possibly slip in through. It was as I was struggling into the boiler suite that I heard the news at the end of the breakfast show and it grabbed my attention.



It was the name of my local town that caught me. I lived in a not too large town and to hear it mentioned on the national news was a surprise to me. Apparently there had been a serious fire at the one big hotel in town during the night. It was a sodding great big Victorian structure, far bigger than the town warranted nowadays, but as our town was at one time at the junction between two of the different railway company's areas, apparently folks used to stop overnight quite often back in the old days.
The screen suddenly changed from a picture of the reporter standing in front of the smouldering building to film of the night's events. What the bloody hell a TV film crew were doing in our hick town, I couldn't understand. But their presence there was to change my life.
The reporter was talking about how many fire crews had been in attendance, and the picture changed to film of the night's events. First pictures of the windows and roof with flames roaring through them and then to one of those giant cherry pickers the fire brigade use to rescue people with nowadays. As the camera zoomed in on the casualties being lowered to the ground, my heart seamed to stop beating. There was my Florette climbing out of the gondola dressed in what looked like little more than a hotel bathrobe, assisted by Sheldon who was dressed in the same garb.
Their faces were obscured by the plastic oxygen masks they were both wearing, but Florette was hanging on to that bloody little Tardis of hers and I'd know Sheldon anywhere. We'd been friends since our first day at primary school. Looked to me like we weren't friends any longer.
I'm not quite sure how I didn't throw the TV set out of the window, but somehow I managed to control myself. I picked up my mobile and called Jenny's house. I figured that's where Florette would be if she wasn't in hospital. Or at work, but I doubted she'd be there after the night that she'd obviously had.
As I'd guess, Jenny hadn't left for work either. I heard her say "shush" to silence the other voices in the room as she picked up the handset. Funny I could also hear the same news broadcast playing on her television in the background. Handy because they must have seen the same piece of film I did.
"Hello!" Jenny said, I think a little hesitantly.
"Hello, Jenny. Not going to work this morning?"
Jenny put her hand over the mouthpiece; I'd heard of noises that doing that makes. Then she came back on, now sounding very frightened.
"No, I'm not feeling very well today. What can I do for you, Ian?"
"Well, you can tell that bitch to get all of her crap out of my house before I get back this evening to start with. Tell her I'll be filing for a divorce today. And you'd better tell that brother-in-law of yours that he'd better start running the other way if he claps eyes on me in future."
"But...!
"No bloody buts, Jenny. I've just been watching the same news program you have, so don't try giving me any bullshit. And I think you and Joe better stay away from me as well. You must have known all about what those two have been getting up to behind my back."
"Honestly, Ian, it's not what you think it is."
"Bollocks, Jenny. Two people naked except for bathrobes at four in the morning. What kind of a fucking idiot do you take me for? Now you make sure she's out of my fucking house before I get home tonight."
"I think you should speak to Florette, Ian."
"Bollocks," I said and hit the disconnect button.
As quickly as I could I went through my phone's address book and placed a second call.
"Saunders and Fields, good morning," an efficient voice answered.
"Hi, beautiful, It's Ian Cumberland. Is Derick in yet?"
"Um, yes, he's just come in. You want to speak to him? You know he hasn't had his morning coffee yet."
"Tell the bugger I'm going to put some money in his pocket. That'll make him take the call."
I heard the phone switch to hold and then the click as Derick came on the line.
"What time of day do you call this? I've only just walked in the ruddy door?"
"Time for you to earn some money, Ricky. Tell me what do you know about Florette and Sheldon?"
"I don't like the sound of that question, Ian. Why should I know something?"
"So you aren't aware that Sheldon's been porking Florette then?"
"Jesus, Ian, of course I didn't know. You're a friend of mine. Christ, we went to school together."
"So did Sheldon but that hasn't stopped him from shagging my fucking wife."
"Are you sure about this, Ian?"
"As sure as I can be. There was film of the pair of them being rescued from the Railway Hotel last night, slapped all over the telly this morning. All they had on were bathrobes."
"Are you sure?"
"Of course I'm fucking sure! Florette climbing out of the bleeding rescue cage wasn't far short of a bloody porn film."
"Oh, sod. We'd better try and get our hands on a copy of that. I wonder it they will repeat it later so we can record it."
"Leave that to me, Ricky. You just get the divorce in gear."
"Aren't you being a bit hasty, Ian? Have you talked to Florette yet?"
"Look, Ricky, there's nothing to talk about. I spent last night sitting in a hotel bar talking to every man's dream of a woman. I had breakfast with her this morning as well."
"Um, Ian, should you be telling me this?"
"Listen, mate, I haven't finished yet. Look, this woman was what all those dirty dreams you have are made out of. She's a widow; well, she claimed to be. Thinking about it, I'd better cover my back there, just in case Florette and Sheldon are playing dirty."
"Sorry?"
"Don't worry about it, Ricky. The point is I slept on my own last night. I didn't do anything I should be ashamed of but, while I was, Florette and Sheldon were making whoopee in the Railway. So get that bleeding paperwork started."
"As you wish, Ian. I'll get Carole on it right away."
The call to Ricky was over. My next couple of calls were to the bank and credit card companies. Fuck the bitch! I cancelled everything; I'd run on my company credit card until I had time to sort things out. Florette could get her hands on the money in the current account but there wasn't much in there to worry about.
My next call was to the TV company. It took me a little time to get through to the person I wanted as she was still in the control room.
"Shirley, its Ian Cumberland."
Shirley is another old school friend, handy in a way, that she was one of the may-have-been's when I first hooked up with Florette. I know Shirley had a crush on me back then and I was hoping she still held a grudge against Florette for winning the race.
"Oh. So you saw it?"
"Yep, sure did, and I...."
"Already done, Ian. I've got a DVD in my handbag now. Two copies actually; one for you and one for your solicitor."
"Ah, you've anticipated my request."
"Damn it, Ian, if you hadn't seen it on the news, I intended sending the thing to you. But please be careful who you show it to. There's two files on the discs. One called 'broadcast' you can show to anyone as you could have grabbed it from any TV set. The other one is the rest of the film that the crew took during the night, if you show that around too much, it could get awkward for me. There's some more shots of the pair of them together, kind-a candid like. I'll be honest with you; it was seeing that candid stuff that got me out of my pram."
"Thanks, Shirley. Looks like I picked the wrong girl, all those years ago."
"Would be interesting to live our lives over again, wouldn't it, Ian. But I've been happy with the man I finished up with. But a girl can dream about what might have been. Look, I'm assuming you're going to use Ricky."
"Sure am. He's already on the case."
"Right. I'll drop these discs off at his house on my way home later. He doesn't live far from me. It'll give me a chance to catch up with Angela and the children at the same time. I hardly ever get to see her nowadays."
Well, except for a few more pleasantries, that was the end of that call. That only left me with one more thing to do: find out whether Stephanie Morris was who and what she claimed to be and cover my back in case she wasn't.
At the hotel reception desk, I asked to see the manager and introduced myself to him. The sight of my business card brought a smile to his face. The company I work for had supplied the hotel's video security system. He was just a little hesitant to let me take copies of the hard drives from the time I entered the hotel. But once I explained that there was a remote possibility that someone was trying to set me up, he acquiesced.
I retrieved the equipment I needed from my car and copied the previous twenty-four hours of recordings to DVD's. I knew that the hotel would do the same thing themselves at the end of the week so I would have verification that the recordings hadn't been tampered with. Yeah, that can happen.
My review - or rather test - of the client's security went off not too well for them. I slipped in the gate whilst a lorry was being checked in. The poor bloody security guy was on his own and couldn't watch the monitors and be outside checking the truck in. I just walked past on the other side of it.
Once inside the overalls without any logos on them meant that no one had any idea I shouldn't have been there. Ah, you can guess how it went, a typical company losing stock and money through petty pilfering because they are too tight to spend a little cash and employ enough security staff.
The job done as far as I was concerned, I started my drive back home. It was almost four o'clock when, approaching a motorway service station, I realised I hadn't eaten since breakfast. Not that I'm keen on motorway food, but god in heaven knew what was going to happen when I got home. If Florette was about, or even Sheldon, I could finish up cooling my heels in the slammer for the night! So I pulled in to eat something.
You know, I did see the National Express bus parked in the coach park. Being observant they call it. In my business, we learn to be observant. But, shit, if I was that good at it, how come I'd never seen any sign that Sheldon and Florette were getting it on.
Anyway I didn't think about that bus until Annie plopped her backside on the seat opposite me as I was eating my meal.
"Hi, stranger, we keep on running into each other it seems. On you way home now?"
"Oh, hello, Annie. What are you doing in here? Trying for food poisoning?"
"Yeah, a bit near the mark, isn't it. I think most of it looks like it was cooked yesterday. No, I would eat here by choice but the bus takes a half-hour break here. They change drivers or something. Any way what makes you stop here? I'd have thought you could wait to get home of that wife of yours."
"Ex-wife Annie?"
Annie went quiet for a few moments, as if she was trying to take in what I'd just said.
"What do you mean, your ex-wife? What's happened?"
I gave Annie a rundown of the mornings events and, whilst I was doing so, the bus driver called for the passengers to get back on board. I'm not sure how it happened but I discovered that Annie lived about twenty miles from my house, so I offered to drop her off home. I'm going to be honest; I needed someone I could talk to, and besides that if she didn't live where she'd claimed the night before, I would soon find out.
I forced myself to eat a rather unappetising meal as we talked and then we got back on the road again. Annie didn't say much during the journey, but she made a very good listener.
It was five thirty when I pulled onto the forecourt of her filling station. I filled the car's fuel tank whilst I was there, just as a kind of thank you for Annie's company. She introduced me to her son and daughter, both of whom gave me the kind of protective looks I would have expected, from children worried about their recently widowed mother. And I listened as Annie told them that her overdraft had been approved for the next six months.
Then, after drinking a cup of coffee with them, I left for the drive home.
Yep, I wasn't going to get away easily. I knew that when I pulled into my drive. Florette's car was parked in her usual spot and there were lights on in the house. I sat there for a few minutes contemplating how to handle this meeting, but then an idea struck me and I called Ricky on the mobile.
"You home, mate?" I asked when Ricky answered his mobile.
"Yeah, been home an hour or so."
"Did you get a chance to look at those DVD's that Shirley dropped off?"
"Unfortunately, yes, Ian, and they are bad news. Well, good news for your divorce case but bad news for Florette. Nothing more than a little kissing and cuddling but add that to the way they are dressed and no bloody judge is going to believe he was just comforting her after a bad experience. It's in the bag as far as you are concerned. Oh, I'm looking into an alienation of affection case against Sheldon, not a very common case to bring nowadays, but if you're as pissed off as you sounded this morning, you might like to give it a try."
"Go for it if you think it will stitch him up. That bastard was supposed to be my friend."
"I think he's going to be surprised how many folks he's upset by what he's done. It'll be funny if he tries to turn up for golf on Sunday."
"Why's that?
"Well, his regular golfing four includes my partner Larry. He's already told the guys that if Sheldon plays he won't. Oh, don't worry; he didn't tell them why. But Sheldon is going to be out of the club completely in a week or so anyway. You know he's up before the committee for that argument he had with that visiting player at the tournament the other week. Well, he's charged with ungentlemanly conduct and, as Larry's on the committee, well, bugger, as Larry put it, what's more bloody ungentlemanly than seducing another member's wife."
I smiled to myself as the call ended. Sheldon getting thrown out of the golf club was only going to be the first of the repercussions he was going to suffer. What the hell was his wife going to say when the shit hits the fan on this debacle. No, I had no intention of calling Sheldon's wife. I liked the girl; she would find out soon enough what had been going on.
Inside the house, I found Florette sitting in the kitchen crying. Well, apparently so; for all I bloody knew, she could have been acting.
"What are you doing here, Florette?" I asked in as hard a tone as I could muster. Look this woman had been and still was the love of my life and, when she cried, I cried inside as well.
"I live here and I need to talk to you."
"You do not live here any longer but, if you wish to talk, I'll give you ten minutes and then I'll pick you up and throw you out."
Suddenly Florette was not crying anymore. The look she gave me was one of shock.
"You wouldn't?"
"Florette, have I ever lied to you?"
She sat even more upright as she understood that I meant what I said.
"But I'm your wife. You can't throw me out like that."
"You were my wife until I discovered you've been playing patter cake with Sheldon." Funny how I couldn't bring myself to say shagging or fucking.
"But I love you! You can't throw me out. You love me."
"Did love you, you mean. I'm not going to love any woman who takes me for a bloody fool. How long have you two been... fucking each other?" It was one hell of a strain to say that.
"We haven't...!"
"Bollocks, Florette. What are you going to claim you were doing in that hotel room with Sheldon, playing fucking Monopoly? And from what I've heard, the two of you were all over each other in that ambulance."
Florette switched the tears back on. But I ignored them and filled the kettle. Bollocks to it, I fancied a cup of tea. Once Florette realised I was ignoring her, I think she began to understand that I wasn't playing games.
"I'm sorry, Ian. It was the first time, honestly."
"Bollocks!"
"It was honestly."
"I don't believe you, Florette, and by tomorrow I'll have all the proof I need. I'll have some more of these and I'll know all about every time you've shagged Sheldon and whoever else he's shagged in the Railway as well."
Florette looked up at me again and I think the penny really dropped when she saw the DVD's I was holding. I think she suddenly remembered that I'd got a nice commission cheque when I'd sold the surveillance system to the Railway hotel. I didn't have to worry about the fire. The computers themselves were in a water-and-fireproof cabinet in the basement. I knew that we'd soon be going through them, to check whether there was any evidence that the fire had been arson. Standard procedure nowadays, the insurance companies gave the clients discounts when our systems were installed.
"Okay, but it was only the second time."
"Only! The second time! The first bleeding time was enough for you to be out that bleeding door."
"But it was only sex, Ian. Sheldon doesn't mean anything to me. Why should you get so upset if I do something you've always done."
"What the hell are you talking about?"
"Well, you mess about with women when you're out of town. I never got all uppity with you about it."
"I don't know where you've got that bleeding idea from, but I've done nothing I'm ashamed of when I've been away. And I've never jumped into any strange woman's bed. Christ, besides dishonouring you, God knows what a guy could pick up. There's AIDS and all kinds of things out there, you know."
"But Sheldon said...."
"Fucking hell, girl, just how bloody thick are you? Christ, I thought I knew you, but it seems like I never have. Tell me something. I know Sheldon always held a torch for you. Well, let's say I've always had the feeling he'd like to get into your draws. How long has the bastard been trying to chat you up?"
"Well, he always has been really. Its just I thought he was only being friendly."
"So Sheldon tells you that I've had a one night stand or something and you jump into bed with him. You couldn't wait to ask me about it. You just couldn't wait to fuck the bugger first."
"No, Ian it wasn't like that. Sheldon told me a long time ago about you and some girl you slept with when you were in London last year."
"And how the hell would Sheldon know what I did or didn't do in London?"
"You told him, when you were out together one night."
"Bollocks, Florette. Sheldon lied to you, probably so he could get into your pants and you, you silly bitch, fell for it. Look, I'll show you how I spend the nights when I'm away and this was a good evening for me."
I put my laptop computer on the table and fired it up. Putting one of the DVD's from the hotel in the drive, I loaded the surveillance program and started hunting for the scenes I wanted.
"Here, look, notice the good looking woman. Remind you of anyone, yourself maybe. I thought she looked a lot like you. There, see. Some drunk is giving her some grief, trying to chat her up, probably hoping he was going to get lucky like Sheldon did with his slag."
"That's not a nice thing to say."
"Sometimes the truth hurts, Florette. Now look. Here's your once loving husband coming to the lady's assistance."
The altercation - well, what there was of it - was almost over before you could actually see that it was me standing there.
"Look closely as I make a point of showing the lady my wedding ring. I'm telling her I'm happily married there, because I didn't want any misunderstandings."
I switched the playback to high speed, only slowing it down; to point out the time when I got the photos of Florette and the children out to show Annie. Then it was high speed until we left the bar together. Changing the disc, Florette watched as Annie and I went up in the lift together then she saw Annie give me that innocent peck on the cheek and heard her thank me for a pleasant evening, before she walked down the corridor on her own and entered her room. A little more hunting around and I showed Florette that I entered my room alone and I left it running at high speed to prove I never came out of the room until morning.



"Tell me does that look like a husband who cheats on his wife. Annie was a nice woman and lonely as well, her husband died only eight months ago. I'd say she was just about ripe for an arsehole like Sheldon to take advantage of. But I ain't Sheldon. Now if you don't mind, I'd appreciate it if you'd pack your shit and get out of this house."
"Ian, you can't mean that. Where would I go?"
"Fucked if I know or care. I stopped caring when I saw the news this morning. Now pack and go before I lose control of myself."
"You can't mean that, Ian. We've been married nearly twenty years."
"Pity you didn't remember that last night, or even the first time you let the bastard fuck you. Perhaps Sheldon's missis will let you shack up with them. Did you think about her whilst he was fucking you."
"Please don't!"
"Hark who's talking. You made your bed, girl; now bloody go and lie in it. Look, I'm going down to the pub for a while. When I get back, please be out of this house."
I heard her call out, "Ian" as I walked out of the house. Locking my computer back into the boot of my car, I walked down to the pub where I tied one on a bit.
It was nigh on eleven o'clock when I returned home. Florette's car was gone; the house looked dark and empty. As I went in the door, I found myself greeted by the insistent ringing of the telephone.
"Mr Cumberland? A voice asked when I lifted the receiver.
"Yes!"
"Mark Thornton, head teacher at the music Academy here. I'm afraid we have a problem, Marinette has absconded."
"What?"
"She wasn't in her room at the ten thirty room check. All students are supposed to be in their dorm blocks by ten at the latest. Marinette was not there."
"Oh, I should imagine she's out with some friends somewhere and just lost track of the time. Kids nowadays have no idea...."
"No, no, Mr Cumberland she was seen getting into a car with a young man at about eight o'clock. We have found recordings of her on the video on that system your company supplied. It's a very good system, you know. It's saved us panicking more than once. Her friends said she'd been in a strange mood all day so they haven't seen much of her. But when we saw her getting in that car, well, we had to call the police and you. This could be very serious."
"What kind of car?"
"A small one, with a boy racer type of paint job. I'm afraid I'm not up to much on car models."
"Flames on the wheel arches and a dragon painted across the bonnet?"
"Yes, I think so. Do you know the vehicle?"
"Tell me, Mr Thornton, do your students watch breakfast television?"
"Well, they can. There are televisions in the dorm lounges. I suppose there's plenty of time for them to watch between breakfast and the first lesson."
"I think you'd better call off the hounds, Professor. We've had a domestic problem here at home and I think we are soon going to find out that Marinette and her brother are on their way home to try and help sort it out. I'd appreciate it if you'd place Marinette on compassionate leave for a few days."
"You're sure it was her brother in the car."
"As sure as I can be. There can't be many cars like that around. What time did you say they left?"
"It says five to eight on the screen."
"They should be here very shortly then, if my son drives as he normally does. He's quite conscientious behind the wheel. I'll let you know when they get here."
"If your sure, Mr Cumberland. I'll call the police off and leave it in your hands."
It was about twenty minutes later when that noisy exhaust pulling into the drive. The children found the front door open for them, on the latch.
"Daddy, where's mummy?" my daughter asked as she came into the kitchen, where I was sitting waiting for them.
"I haven't the faintest idea and I don't give a damn," I replied.
"You saw the news this morning then?" my son, Jack, asked.
"As I assume you two did as well?"
"I didn't. Marinette did and she called me to ask me what we should do. I thought we'd better have a long talk with mother."
"A bit late for long talks with her, I'm afraid. She's gone. I've thrown her out."
"But you can't throw her out just like that. This is her home," Marinette exclaimed.
"Oh, but I can and she knows it. We don't own this house. It's held in a family trust. I can live in it until I die. If your mother was married to me, which she won't be for very much longer, she could live out her life in it. Then either of you who wished to live in it could have it. If you don't want to live here, it will go to my sister or one of her children. You see whatever happens, after the divorce your mother has no claim on this house. She can go and shack up with her boyfriend."
"But Uncle Sheldon's married."
"Please don't call him Uncle Sheldon in my presence, Jack. Once I've divorced your mother and Sheldon's wife has divorced him, then if the two adulterers decide to set up house together and get married, you can call him dad or whatever you like. But in my presence don't call him anything."
"I'm sorry, Dad, but all I'll ever call him is a bastard for what he and mother have done to our family."
It looked to me like Marinette had cried herself out on the long journey home. But I had a job for her to perform.
"Now, young lady, you had better get on that telephone and call Professor Thornton and let him know you've arrived home safely. You've nearly given the poor man a heart attack."
I could see that Marinette wasn't too pleased at my request. So could her brother and it was he who stepped up to the plate.
I'll call him if you like, Marinette. I should have known better than to take you away without his permission," Jack said as he left the room to call from the lounge telephone.
"If you 1471 it, you should be able to use ring-back," I called out to him as he went.
"But where is mother, Dad?" Marinette asked again.
"I told you I don't know and I don't care. Call her on her mobile if you want to know so badly. But don't be surprised if a man answers."
Marinette got out her mobile and I noticed her turn it on.
"The Academy kept calling me, so I turned it off," she explained sheepishly.
"Mother, how could you do this to us?" Marinette suddenly demanded into the phone. Then there were a few moments of silence before she continued.
"I've never been so disgusted in my life."
"Is that supposed to be an excuse? Because it doesn't wash with me."
"No, I'm home with daddy and so is Jack."
"No, he didn't call us. I saw you on the television this morning. I nearly died. It was obvious you were naked under that bathrobe. It was disgusting. Luckily none of my friends at the academy recognised you, though. I'd never be able to look them in the face again."
"No, I don't want to see you or speak to you, for the time being anyway. I just wanted to know where you were and that you were safe. I think Jack and I will stay with Dad for a few days to make sure he's alright."
"You should have thought about that yesterday, Mother. It's all a bit late now, isn't it? And, Mother, just in case you're wondering, Jack and I had plenty of opportunity to talk on the way back home. We both think we'll be staying with Father if he'll have us."
"It's a bit late for crying, Mother. Isn't that what you always told us when we were younger? I'd better go now. I'm not sure how much credit I have on this phone and honestly I could say something I'll regret later."
"You'll have to call Jack and ask him, won't you. Goodbye, Mother." Marinette disconnected the call.
"A little harsh on her, weren't you?" I asked.
"No, Father, nowhere near as harsh as I would have been a few hours ago. I don't know what we would have done if you hadn't found out already. Jack and I have been in a complete dilemma about whether we would be able to live with not telling you. I think the only way we could get away with that was never to come home again. Well, we came home so you know what we intended to do and how angry we are with Mother."
"She is your mother, Marinette, no matter what she's done."
"Oh, we still love her, but we don't have to like her or what she's done to you. To our family."
Jack suddenly called for Marinette to join him in the lounge, I think the professor wanted a word with her. She left me alone with my thoughts.
Over the next few days things got a little hectic. There were phone calls from Florette's sister and a couple of friends. Unfortunately I think just about everyone had seen that bloody newscast and there wasn't much they could say.
Florette found herself a solicitor who was pretty quick to try and argue over the house; once Ricky informed him about the conditions of the trust, he went quiet on that one. Florette got half - so she thought - of our net worth. The trust's existence should set you wise to the fact that my family has always been a little cute when it comes to money. There are quite a few foreign investments that the profits from are paid into offshore numbered bank accounts. To be honest, I'm not sure I know how much money there really is stashed away here and there. Still what the taxman doesn't know about, he can't waste on making war, can he?
Before the divorce was final, Sheldon had a nasty accident. Very strange that one was. Jack insisted that I accompanied him that day. I never could understand why he wanted to sit in the magistrates' court all morning. Several times he made comments that the magistrate almost threw him out over. It struck me later that those magistrates and the policemen on duty that day weren't going to forget us in a hurry.
I don't suppose it was just a coincidence that someone chose that morning to kick the shit out of Sheldon and throw down the stairs in the town's multi-storey car park. To be honest, he might have fell down the stairs as he was trying to get away.
The other strange thing was that Sheldon's wife sat in that magistrates court the same morning as well. You know I always did think that some of Jack's friends were a little questionable when he was younger.
Florette lived with Jenny and Joseph for a while and then apparently something happened. I don't know what it was but I do know they don't speak to each other anymore. Joe and Sheldon were very similar characters so I have to wonder. No, that's speculation and not being completely fair on Florette.
She lived in a little flat after that. I never went there but the children said it was a real dump. Florette did try to contact me on several occasions. I know she was hoping for a reconciliation. I suppose there might have been a faint chance, but for the fact she chose the wrong night to go out with some friends from work. She told the children later that it was the first time she'd had the courage to show her face in town.
Unfortunately she drank a little too much -- Florette never could handle her drink very well -- and she bumped into me and the young lady I was on the dance floor with. Florette for some reason was apoplectic that I was dancing with another woman. She accused us of sleeping together. Embarrassing for me, the young lady and her husband who was sitting that dance out at our table. Florette grabbed the nearest guy to her and asked him to take her home and fuck her. Actually he refused, as he was another member of the party I was with. But I have refused to acknowledge her presence or speak to her since.
Almost two years had passed since the divorce. Jack was home from college and still looking for a permanent job. Why are kids so damn choosy nowadays? Marinette was home for the Easter holidays and we'd taken a drive out in the country, looking for a different pub to grab a meal in.
It was Marinette who first noticed Jack, eyeing up the waitress, and she made some comment to him.
"Well, she is pretty. I think I could fall for her, " Jack replied.
My attention drawn to her, I found the waitress's face familiar and I had to think for a moment. Then I realised who she was. I remained silent on the issue until she came to take our order.
"Hello, Michelle, and how's Annie getting along?" I asked.
For a moment Michelle, Jack and Marinette were shocked into silence. My children had no idea how I could possibly know the charming young waitress as I'd told them that I'd never been in this pub before, and Michelle appeared to have no recollection of me either. But Michelle soon recovered and tried to continue the conversation politely.
"My mother's fine, thank you. Have you chosen what you'd like to eat?"
"I think my son, Jack, would like to eat you, actually. May I introduce you?"
"Daddy, don't be so rude!" Marinette exclaimed.
Poor Michelle had no idea what to say.
"Jack, this is Michelle Morris. Michelle I'd like to present Mr Jack Cumberland to you. He's quite well educated and house trained as well."
Michelle and.... Oh damn it, all the children had turned bright red for some reason or another. I sat there with a grin on my face.
"Mr Cumberland!" Michelle finally said. "Of course I remember you now. I'm sorry I didn't recognise you."
"But you remember the name, though."
"Mother has talked about you a lot."
"I'm flattered, but tell me why are you working here, Michelle. I thought you worked in the garage with your mother.
"There isn't much profit in selling petrol nowadays. We manage to keep the filling station open, but without the garage we are struggling. This doesn't pay much, but it helps."
"Let's see. Your brother was planning to re-open the workshop, wasn't he?"
"Well, if we can hang on until he finishes his training, yes, that's want he wants to do."
I turned and looked at Jack. "Well, how'd you fancy working in a country garage, Jack? Oh the bonus could be that you get to see Michelle here everyday. And I think the place would come with an enthusiastic apprentice. What do you think, Michelle? Jack's qualified and he hasn't found a garage he likes working in yet."
"I'm not sure. You'd have to speak to Mother."
"We will do that right after our meal."
We ordered and, during the meal, I told my children about my evening with Annie. Oh, and I offered to let them see the DVD's of that evening as well. Wouldn't like them to get the wrong idea of their father. It was Marinette's turn to surprise me; apparently she come across the DVD's in my computer desk draw and had watched them through time and again trying to understand why I had them.
We were still eating when Marinette said, "Oh, looks like you've got company, Father."
I turned to see where Marinette was looking and there was Annie just coming through the door. I must say she looked good squeezed into those jeans. I was on my feet before she saw me. With a big smile, she walked over to me and gave me a even bigger hug.
"I didn't think you were ever coming back," Annie said. Damn it the woman was crying. Oh, shit, so was I.
"I didn't want you to think I was on the rebound," I said to her.
"Damn it, man, I wouldn't have cared."
"Dad, this is embarrassing. Everybody is looking at you. Will you two love birds sit down please?" Marinette, whom I've had to watch as she hung all over some disgusting little toe-rag so many times over the previous couple of years, had the audacity to say to me.
Okay, where do we go from here? Is there any point in giving you the long story?
Annie and I were married four months later, and live in the bungalow beside the garage. Jack is living in a mobile home at the moment. We're waiting for planning permission to be granted for a second bungalow for him and Michelle to live in once they are married. They got engaged six months after our wedding.
The garage is doing fine now. Some foreign investor put a lot of cash into the place so that it could be modernised and there isn't any overdraft for Annie to worry about any more. Damn guy doesn't seem to be in any hurry for any dividend on his investment either.
Philip and Marinette get all gooey eyed and tongue tied around each other, but as Marinette is away playing with her orchestra most of the time they don't get together very often. They do spend a fortune on phone calls though. Annie and I have high hopes for them. We'll have to wait and see what happens on that one.
Florette? Well, she has bought a little cottage in the village and she works as a cleaner and waitress in the pub. I don't think it pays much but she gets to see Jack quite a lot. I still don't speak to her, but Annie does. Annie tells me that Florette knows what she lost.
Sheldon? Now here's where things really get weird. His wife divorced him and she shacked up with, and then married, a colleague of mine. From what I can understand Sheldon, moved in with his brother and Jenny. But the next thing you know the police are around asking where I was on one particular evening. Oh, they'd been around after Sheldon had his problems in the car park as well.
This time things were a little more serious, Sheldon had been run down by a car. The police thought he would never walk again. I think someone said he was walking on crutches now though. But here's the kick; he's living in Jenny's house and apparently Joseph is on the run from the law - with an attempted murder charge hanging over him.
Have you any idea just how much it costs getting a wanted man out of Europe? Canada is a big country, I'm told.
Life goes on.
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Okay more mind games for you readers and any authors who'd like to take up the challenge. From the title of this story, you could well have got some idea what this one is going to be about, and it has been done a few times before. But I believe I've come up with a little twist that could surprise the reader and some of the folks frequently comment on these stories.
I intend to post the second part in exactly seven days, and the third part seven days after that. Anybody, who would like to pick the story at the end of this, or even at the end second chapter and run with it, I'd like to invite you to do so. But I think by the end of the second chapter the story is about told. Although my closing chapter is proving to be a real bugger to write, I can promise you.
As usual I thank my LadyCibelle and Techsan for their patience, proof reading, editing skills and of course encouragement. As always I'll also add that we don't always see eye to eye with each other, so I take full responsibility for the content and any cock-ups in this story.
Clarification: High Jump. British, colloquial. A drastic punishment (he's for the high jump).
*
This was bloody uncanny. It was just like the last time it happened some ten years before. The post girl had just dropped a pile of letters into my in-tray and straight away the thick package in the brown envelope had caught my eye. Just like it did the first time!
Slowly and with a trembling hand I extracted the package fearing its contents this time, not with the curiosity I'd had, of why anyone would want to send me a video that I'd had the last time. Yes, it was a video I discovered as I tore the packet open and I extracted the black plastic tape cassette from inside. A piece of paper came out with it and fell onto the desk. Picking it up, I discovered there was just two short sentences of text printed on it. I'm sorry, some of us do have a conscience. You need to see this." Well, that was one sentence longer than the note that came with the original tape had been. That note - that I still had in my possession - just had the words "You need to see this." printed on it.
My hand was still trembling when I dropped the cassette onto the desk and picked up the envelope again. Turning it over in my hand, I noticed that, like the original one, it didn't bear a stamp or frank mark.
"Stella!" I called out, pushing the intercom on my desk; "Can you come in here please." There was no reply but the door swung open and my secretary of the last fifteen years strode into my office.
"Yes, Tony, do you want a cup of.... Oh, my god, not again!"
Stella had spotted the tape cassette lying on my desk. She had seen the original tape ten years before and had been with me all through the repercussions that its contents had had on my life.
"Can you get on to the post room and try to find out where this came from, please, Stella?"
Stella didn't even leave the room. She picked up my phone and called the post room. I picked up the cassette and turned it over in my hands, willing it to tell me where it had come from and what sick arsehole had sent it to me, whilst Stella talked on the phone.
"It was hand delivered to the front security desk during the night," Stella said as she disconnected the call to the post room and dialled another internal number.
"Security, Stella Helligon here, Mr Bartholomew's secretary. Mr Bartholomew wants the tapes from the foyer's security cameras of the last twenty-four hours sent up to his office the moment they are changed."
There was a couple of minutes' silence as someone in security answered her.
"I don't give a damn. Copy them first if you have to, but get those original tapes up here as quickly as possible and don't make me have to come down and find them, or someone will be for the high jump." Stella slammed the telephone back down, then stood there watching me.
"Are you going to watch it now, Tony?" She asked, in a very controlled and somewhat calming voice.
"In a minute. Let's have coffee first and will you stay whilst I do, please?"
"If that's what you want, Tony."
Stella went over and turned the television on and then poured out coffee for both of us. Having done that she left my office, most likely to tell those outside that we weren't to be disturbed. I sat there and remembered watching the first tape in this same office all those years ago.
For a few moments after I'd hit the play button, the screen had remained blank. Then suddenly the picture of my bedroom at home had come on the screen. The first thing that had caught my eye was my eighteen-month-old daughter standing in her cot. Staring at the two people lying on the bed. Or should I say two naked figures lying on the bed.
The camera angle didn't give a good picture of who it was on the bed whilst they were lying down. Why should it? It had been set up to cover the cot as a nanny-cam. But you could plainly see that the man was coloured. His fingers were buried in the woman's pussy and her hand was wrapped around his penis. The woman's moans of pleasure could be plainly heard.
The woman began to move, the back of her head with it's long tresses of blond hair coming into view as she kissed her way across the man's chest. Slowly she moved down his body until she apparently took that large black cock into her mouth and then her head began to slowly bob up and down on it.
Now the man's moans of pleasure could be heard as he encouraged her to greater exertions. It was at this point that I had thrown up on my office floor because the tattoo on Emily's shoulder was clearly visible. I was watching a video of my so-called loving wife giving her black lover a blowjob.
"Here it comes," the black man could be heard saying and then "Yeah, you white slut, swallow it all."
The man's hands grabbed the back of her head and you could see him lift himself off the bed as he forced his cock further into Emily's mouth.
Emily went to try to move away from his cock, but he held her firmly there.
"No, bitch, get it hard again. I wanna fuck your little white cunt now."
For the next few minutes Emily slurped on and licked around his cock until she was apparently satisfied that it was hard enough to give her a good fucking. The man stood up with his back to the camera and pulled Emily into the kneeling position on the bed and then proceeded to fuck her doggy style.
This went on for some time before the man suddenly stopped. He obviously pulled out of Emily's pussy for a moment and then Emily shouted, "No!"
But the man replied, "Shut the fuck up, you fucking whore. I'll fuck you any fucking way I choose."
Emily screamed and cried as the black man obviously ploughed her back door. He kept at it for some time, throwing insults at her all the time he did so. He was telling her that she was his white bitch now and how she was going to service all of his friends. This carried on until it was plain to see by the way he rammed hard into her and flexed his buttocks that he was coming inside Emily's rectum.
Then the screen had gone blank.
Weirdly enough Emily had tried to deny the whole thing. I was already home that evening when she came home from work. She was upset and crying when she walked in the door and before I had a chance to challenge her, she came up with a preposterous story about the bosses at her company trying to blackmail her into becoming a company whore.
I thought it more likely that her black lover had tried to blackmail her into sleeping with his friends or even turning tricks for him. I figured that was too much for her and she'd tried to lay the blame for the whole thing on her company bosses. Why the hell she came up with that idea neither the police nor I could explain.
Emily claimed the whole thing was faked, she had never been with the black man and it wasn't her on the tape. But her tattoo was plainly visible and so was the birthmark on her lower back, just above her buttocks. And then of course she couldn't account for the fact that the film was obviously shot on our nanny cam, or that our daughter was standing in her cot watching the whole episode.
Emily persisted in her denials and was actually charged with wasting police time when she accused her bosses of faking the video. Two of her bosses threatened to sue her for defamation and slander. But Emily's solicitor managed to talk them out of it. Emily, by the time the divorce Judge had finished with her, had no money to pay any damages with.
I couldn't understand why, after she'd lost her family, her job and most of her friends over the debacle, she didn't at least charge her lover with attempted blackmail, as it obviously had to be him who sent me the tape in the first place. But then, to do that she would have had to admit that she had lied all along and that she had been having an affair with him, wouldn't she?
End of part one
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This is my first attempt at a competition story and I believe it will most likely be my last. I started this damn thing for last year's holiday competition, but didn't get it finished in time. My pal has insisted that I finish it for this year's competition.
As usual I thank my LadyCibelle and Techsan for their patience, proof reading, editing skills and of course encouragement. As always I have to add that we don't always see eye to eye with each other, I can be one cantankerous old bugger when I want to be and I've been playing around a little with a story since they have read it. Consequently I take full responsibility for the content and any cock-ups in this tale.
*
I was sitting on my usual stool staring down at my half full glass, when the noise reached a new crescendo; yet another group of happy partygoers had obviously entered the bar.
"Shit, I hate this time of year!"
"Sorry, I'm not sure I heard you correctly. Did you say you hated Christmas?" a voice beside me enquired.
Bugger, I must have voiced my thoughts out loud, I hadn't intended to. But it was what I was thinking.
"Yeah. What's everyone got to be so fucking happy about? Disturbing my peace, that's bleeding what!" I replied without looking at whoever had addressed me.
"Now, come on, my friend, that's not quite the attitude you should have. It is Christmas, you know. A time for happiness and good will to all men; they're all just trying to enjoy themselves," the voice from beside me commented.
I turned now, and saw a short but rather rotund old man, complete with white hair and what could easily be taken to be a false beard, sitting on the barstool beside me. To be honest, he looked like one of those shop Santa Claus's, who had stopped for a drink on his way home from work.
'Where the hell did he come from,' I thought to myself. 'I don't remember noticing him arrive. Mind you with the crush there was in the Rose and Crown bar that evening, the bleeding Queen could walk in and no one would be able to see her.'
"Look, my friend, I come into this pub almost every night, for a nice quiet drink and to drown my sorrows. Maybe I will have a little chat with George the barman or a couple of my friends. None of us has anything in particular to be happy about, we all live alone with our own demons and to be honest with you, we prefer to have our bar to ourselves. We don't like it when all these idiots come running round wishing everyone Happy Bloody Christmas." I scowled in the old man's general direction.
"We've all got our problems in life, my friend, but you must try to lighten up some times; this is the time to forget your problems and be happy." The old sod smiled back at me.
Why do people think they can understand your problems without knowing anything about you? I got annoyed with the old boy.
"You just tell me what the fuck have I got to be happy about?" I scowled back at him.
The cheeky old bugger was getting right up my nose, so I decided to give him chapter and bloody verse. After he heard my fucking story, he would see that I'd got nothing to be happy about.
"Look, three bleeding years ago, after years of what I thought was a happy marriage, I came home from work sick one afternoon to find my so called loving wife shagging her boss in my bed. I do my bleeding nut and then the bitch ups and runs off with the arsehole. He had a fuck sight more money than I ever had. So when it came to the bleeding divorce court; they give the bitch custody of not only my three kids, but my bleeding dog as well.
"What did the f-ing bitch do then? I'll tell you. She made it very difficult for me to get access to the children for the next eighteen months. I was in and out of court like a fucking yo-yo trying to pursue the bastards to force her to give me the access to my children that I was supposed to have. The fucking family courts don't give a shit for the fathers.
"Then the f-ing CSA - the Child Support Agency - those fucking bastards came down on me like a ton of bleeding bricks. The bastards took most of my bloody wages in child support for the next f-ing year or so. The f-ing bastards took my wages at source from my bloody employer, before I even saw it. So I couldn't afford to buy the kids much in the way of Christmas presents that year. I wouldn't have minded so much if the cow and her fucking stud needed the bloody money. But the arsehole she's living with owned the company she'd been working for. He makes more money in a fucking week than I make in a year.
"Do you know what the bastards did that Christmas? Well, I'll bloody tell you, they opened my presents to the children before Christmas. Then the buggers went out and brought more expensive versions of what I'd brought for the kids and they gave them to the kids first. Oh, I wasn't allowed anywhere near the children on Christmas day. Next time I saw my kids my gifts had been forgotten, whilst the children were playing with the more expensive toys."
"Ah, I see you have a vindictive ex-wife. But remember my friend, as they get older your children will know that you loved them."
"Now, that's one thing they will never be able to do, mister. Last Christmas the Bitch and that Git took the children away for the holidays. They went skiing over in France. But one night they all went out somewhere and the arsehole got himself a fucking skin full. On the way back to their hotel the bastard put his bleeding Merc into a lake. Oh, he made sure he and the whore got out of the car all right; but my kids were still strapped into their seats when the car was dragged out of that fucking lake the following morning. That bastard killed my kids.
"So now you see why I don't like Christmas. It holds no joy for me, just bad memories!"
"My friend, I'm sorry you have had such an unfortunate couple of years, but you have to try and move on with your life. You really must try to forget and make a new life for yourself. Just try to remember the good times you had with your children."
"Look to be honest there wasn't any good times. Once they had moved in with that arsehole, they got everything they ever wanted. The kids didn't really want to know me anymore. They were spoiled rotten. I only got to see them about once a bloody month; they were just forgetting me."
This old boy was still smiling at me. I've got to say it, I really felt like telling him to fuck off and leave me alone. But there were so many people jammed into that pub I doubt he could have moved away from me if he had wanted to.
"What you tell me is very upsetting to hear!" he went on "But there must have been some good times before your wife left home. And now surely you have to accept that your old life is gone. Perhaps you should try to make a new one for yourself."
The old man and I sat in the bar talking until closing time. Towards the end I had begun to warm to him a little. I think he was truly concerned about me and he was trying to convince me to forget the past and look to the future.
He left the pub just before I did and I watched him make his way somewhat unsteadily out the door. After he had gone, I finished my pint, said "Good night" to George and began making my own way home. I don't know whether it's lucky or unlucky that I didn't have a car that night. Its lucky I couldn't drive home in the inebriated condition I was in because I might knocked someone down and killed them. But it was unlucky because I couldn't drive into a tree and kill myself which was what I really wanted to do.
Once I got outside the pub, I found the old man slumped against the wall. He had undoubtedly consumed much more alcohol than he could handle. 'Damn,' I thought, "I can't leave the old bugger there. If it turns any colder, he could freeze to bleeding death.'
"Come on, Pop, where do you live? I suppose I'm going to have to walk you home."
"That is kind of you, Graham. I am feeling a little unsteady. I should be alright after I've been in the fresh air for a little while."
It didn't strike me at the time. But this old boy knew my name; I never have worked that one out. Perhaps he heard George say it?
We made off in the direction of his home. Much to my relief it wasn't too far out of my way. The old boy was leaning against me and chatting on about life. I must admit, I wasn't really listening so I don't remember a single word of what the old bugger said. I just wanted to get him home, then get back to my own bed.
Suddenly the old guy stood up straight, as if he wasn't drunk anymore. "Fire!" he shouted.
A little confused, I looked in the direction he was pointing. Sure enough through the windows, blackened with smoke, of a nearby house I could just make out a Christmas tree in flames. Then with a god almighty bang the picture window exploded outwards. The next second the whole room was a roaring inferno and flames were licking up the front of the building.
"There's a woman and three children in that house," the old man said.
Suddenly I was as sober as a Judge! I pulled my mobile phone from my pocket and unlocking the keypad, passed it to the old man. "Call the fire brigade!" I instructed him as I began running towards the house.
They say that people do brave things because they don't think of the consequences of their actions. Well, I must tell you that, as I threw myself at that front door, I knew that there was a bleeding good chance that I wasn't going to be seeing the morning, and in my heart I don't believe I really cared.
I could feel the heat of the flames roaring out of the nearby window as I approached the door, which much to my surprise gave way at my first charge. Clouds of black smoke enveloped me as I staggered inside, only just retaining my balance. At this time of night, I figured that anyone inside the house, who was still going to be alive, would most likely be upstairs in the bedrooms. Most of these semi-detached houses are of a similar layout and I found the staircase easily. Taking the stairs two at a time I rushed up them, trying to shout fire at the same time, but the smoke choked me and I couldn't speak.
At the top of the stairs I found the door to the room directly over where the seat of the fire was, so I tried that one first. Inside the room I felt around, it was surprising how much smoke there was in there, until I discovered the inert forms of two small children lying in their beds. I swept them both into my arms and the next thing I remember I was coming out of the smoke at the front door. Some young guy was standing there and I literally threw the two young girls at him.
Having taken a few deep breaths of clean air to recover, I turned and went back into the smoke. Buy this time I could see that the flames were beginning to come through the door of the room where fire was. As I got to the top of the stairs there was whooshing noise as the flames enveloped the door and the fire flashed over into the hall. Through the smoke, I looked back down the stairs; my mind told me that I wouldn't be going back out the way I came in.
I went for the back bedroom this time. Inside I found a woman who had apparently been over come by the smoke as well. I'm not a big guy and I can't tell you how I managed to pick her up. One look out of the back window told me I wasn't going out that way. Flames were licking up from the window below. It must have been a through lounge downstairs; strange how these thoughts come into your mind.
Back out on the landing I made for the other front bedroom; kicking the door open I was relieved to see flashing blue lights outside through the window. Dropping the woman onto the bed, incidentally on top of her son who was sleeping there, I grabbed a TV set from a bracket on the wall and threw it through the window, hoping that there was no one standing below, then I kicked the rest of the glass out, as best I could.
I grabbed the boy first and leaning out of the broken window dropped him into the arms of a fireman who was now waiting below. The woman soon followed in the same manner; she was in no condition to object.
Looking around I saw that the flames were by then in the room with me; so I threw myself after her headfirst. Luckily the fire crew were expecting me. I had to wonder if they are trained to have people suddenly drop in on them, they made a damn good job of catching all of us.
The firemen put one of they're breathing sets on me, to help me clear my lungs of the smoke. I sat on the pavement and slowly recovered whilst the firemen tackled the fire. I watched the ambulance crew working on the mother and boy. I didn't see the two girls but there were several ambulances present by then, so they were probably in one further away.
My head was throbbing, I suppose because of the smoke, as well as all the booze I'd consumed that evening. People kept coming up and congratulating me, telling me I was a hero. Damn, I didn't want or need that. Shortly after the police came over and started moving everyone further back, away from the fire. I took this as my chance and standing up quietly disappeared into the crowd that had gathered. I mingled for a little while and then made a hasty retreat.
When I got home, I had a long shower to get rid of the smell of the smoke. I thought that I would have to get my clothes cleaned because they stank of smoke, but then I found some scorch marks on them and binned the lot. It was gone two by the time I finally crawled into bed.
+++++++++++++
The following morning, Christmas Eve, I crawled out of bed around ten, with the biggest hangover I've ever had in my life. I figure it was half the beer and half that bleeding smoke. I was in the kitchen popping coffee and aspirin when I heard my mobile phone ringing. I found the thing on my dining room table and answered it.
"Hello, is that Graham Stark?" A female voice that I didn't recognise asked.
"Yes! What's your problem?" I was back into miserable old bugger mode. I'll admit that that was how I used to speak to people then. It kind of kept them away from me and that was how I had grown to prefer things.
"Oh, Mr Stark I just wanted to thank you for saving my children and me last night."
"Who is this?"
"I'm Sheila Monroe. It was my children and me that you pulled from the fire last night. I just wanted to thank you. We would have died if you hadn't saved us."
"I'm afraid I haven't got the faintest idea what you're talking about, lady." Denial, I thought, was the best way to stay out of the limelight.
"He said you'd say that! But I know that it was you who saved our lives by getting us out of the fire last night. So don't try and deny it or I'll tell the newspapers who you are and I believe from what your friend has told me, you wouldn't want that. The press are going crazy trying to find you, you know.
"Okay, it was me, but there's no need for any thanks. I didn't think about it, I just did it. You really don't need to thank me," I told her and then I began to wonder. "By the way, how did you know where to find me?"
"Oh, your friend, the nice old gentleman came in a little while ago. He said he was a friend of yours. He told me who you were and gave me your number. Would you like to talk to him?"
"Yes, I would. I've got a lot to talk to him about. He went off with my mobile phone last...."
I stopped speaking. What the hell was I talking about? I was talking to Sheila Monroe on my bloody mobile phone. But last night I gave it to the old bugger to call the fire brigade with and after I came out of that burning house, I never saw the old guy again. How the hell did I get my phone back? How the hell did he know my name?
"Oh, he seems to have gone. I can't see him around anywhere."
"I shouldn't let it worry you. I think he has a habit of disappearing," I found myself saying.
"Mr Stark, I know this is a bit of an imposition on Christmas Eve, but is there any chance you could call by the hospital today. I really would like the opportunity for my children and myself to meet and thank you in person. We will not tell anyone who you are if that's what you wish."
Damn and blast, she was asking so nicely how the hell could I refuse. "If you insist. But really just knowing you're all safe and well is enough thanks for me."
What a bloody hypocrite I was! I didn't really care a damn about her or her kids. And I couldn't for the life of me figure out why I had run into that burning house last night, unless it was in an unconscious effort to kill myself. But I agreed to go and see her a little later.
It was probably about one-thirty when I found her at the hospital. Sheila Monroe was dressed in the strangest collection of clothes I'd ever seen. Well, I hadn't given them time to dress the night before, had I? Sheila knew who I was the moment I walked into the room.
"Oh, Graham, how nice of you to come," she said throwing her arms around my neck and then she began talking to me as if I was an old family friend.
There were two other people in the room and they asked if I was her husband.
She told them, "No, Graham is just a special friend."
The couple left us alone and then Sheila apologised for her behaviour, saying the other people were reporters and she thought they might wonder who I was.
I thanked her and then she took me in to meet her children. I was amazed that they all appeared to recognise me. The meeting, whilst friendly and a little overwhelming for me, was a little strained.
Let's face it, I didn't know this family and I found their gratitude to me very embarrassing. I was uncomfortable as well because they reminded me of what I had lost. The children were about the same age as mine had been. Well, maybe a little younger. I really wanted to excuse myself and leave; I really shouldn't have gone there.
The older of the two girls was Miranda - I would put her at about eight years old - had latched onto my left arm and was hanging on for grim death. Then the boy Jacob - I'd say a year or so younger - came over and took hold of my right hand and just never let go. The little one, Yvette must have felt left out but she solved that problem by climbing on my lap and locking her arms around my neck.
I really didn't know what to say to them. I could see a big bruise on Miranda's face and remembered the impact it had with my shoulder as I picked her up the night before. But she never mentioned it.
I hadn't been with them very long when a lady from social services arrived. She asked Sheila if she had any relatives or friends that they could stay with, but she didn't. The woman then told Sheila that she would book her and the children into a local bed and breakfast accommodation. I knew the dump she told them they would be staying in and immediately felt sorry for them.
Look, I knew the place; it's a right bloody hellhole, full of asylum seekers and illegal's awaiting deportation. I don't know why I said it, but I suddenly heard myself telling Sheila that she and her children could come and stay at my place for a while. I had the room I know, but why I invited them to stay I just don't know. Then I was really surprised to hear Sheila accepting my offer.
This was all very weird when you come to think about it. You might have gathered that it was completely out of character for me to have even offered. Looking back now, it was pretty weird for Sheila to accept the offer of accommodation from someone who was really a complete stranger to her.
The day got even weirder as all four of us piled into my car and I started to drive home. I suddenly realised I had nothing for them to eat in the house, so we stopped off at a supermarket and between us did some shopping. Four trolley loads we finished up with; well, we were buying Christmas for five.
As we stood waiting at the checkout, I looked over my guests and realised that they had little in the way of clothes to wear either. So from the supermarket we made our way to the clothing outlet next door, where we made an even bigger impression on my credit card, although Sheila assured me I would be reimbursed, which eventually I was.



When we got to my home, I showed them where to settle themselves. It was quite painful to see these children settling into my children's old rooms. I told Sheila she would have my bed and I would use the put-you-up in my study downstairs. That way she would be near the children and I would be on a different floor. I figured no compromising situations could occur that way.
Come on, there are some really weird guys out there now days. Sheila didn't know me from Adam. I was watching my own back.
To the children's disappointment my house wasn't decorated for the season, so I dug the artificial Christmas tree out and the Christmas decoration box. Then the children and I set about changing things with a vengeance. I did the usual and spent God knows how long getting the Christmas lights to work. Why is it when you last put them away they worked just fine, but when you get them out again you have to check nearly every light before they will come on?
Sheila still had the problem of Christmas presents for the children. That I solved by digging out the presents I had brought for my children the year before, that they hadn't lived long enough to receive. I had put them away in a cupboard and tried to forget about them. It was painful for me to do, but having done it, I was glad I did. Sheila's children were about the same age as mine would have been.
Christmas morning was an enjoyable time for me. The best Christmas day I'd had in years. I had some strange feelings watching the children open those presents. Look, I'm not going into that; it's far too painful. Sheila started cooking Christmas dinner whilst I played with the children.
About twelve some guy arrived from Sheila's insurance company. He was a loss adjuster and had come to tell Sheila that she had nothing to worry about; the company would organise the repair of the house and would inform her when and where to choose her replacement furniture and carpeting.
"Christ, they're on the ball!" I commented to Sheila after he had gone.
"You're not kidding! I hadn't even told them about the fire yet," she replied. "I wonder how they knew where to find me?"
We didn't really solve that one. Later when we enquired, the insurance company said they had received a phone call on Christmas Eve reporting the fire and making a claim on Sheila's behalf. The odd thing was their records said the call had been made during the morning, well before I had gone to the hospital to meet Sheila and before I had invited her and her children to stay with me.
That Christmas was a good one for me. Yes, I did kiss Sheila under the mistletoe, but it was a very respectful kiss and we only did it because the children insisted.
Having children in the house again soon came to the neighbours' attention. Well, the neighbours' children actually. I looked out of the kitchen window on Boxing Day and noticed several of them in the garden playing with Sheila's children. Suddenly folks who had been avoiding my eye for the last few years were smiling and waving enthusiastically whenever they saw me. They also took to stopping me in the street for a chat.
I thought we were just beginning to settle into our new living arrangements, when the New Year came along. At the stroke of midnight there was a bang on the door, half a dozen of the neighbours came in waving bottles of spirits and before anyone knew what was going on, an impromptu party started up.
Before my wife had left me, this had been a regular New Year's occurrence. I think the neighbours had stayed away in the ensuing couple of years, as I had turned into a bit of a killjoy. Now it looked like they intended to make up for lost time.
I won't go into details, as I honestly don't remember very much about that night. Until I realised that the neighbours had all gone home and Sheila and I, who had both drunk much more than we should have, were making out on the sofa. Nothing really heavy, but I suddenly realised that I had one hand on Sheila's breast and my other hand on her leg under the hem of her dress.
I'm not sure where my mind had been or what I thought I was doing, but I suddenly realised it wasn't the right thing to be doing.
Sheila is a very good-looking woman, I think very few men would want to kick her out of bed. But, hey, I'm nothing special. So I had to wonder, just why would she be letting me do what I was. I didn't want her to sleep with me, just because she felt she was obliged to. Because she was grateful that I had saved her and the children's lives, and given them somewhere to live. So I rapidly brought the encounter to a halt.
Sheila appeared to me to be a little surprised that I brought the encounter to a halt. She looked embarrassed and went very quiet for a while, before rapidly retreating up to her room. We didn't discuss what had nearly happened that night again and we never again got anywhere near being intimate with each other after that evening, although over the following months I thought we became very close friends. But it was a very strange situation, with both of us going out of our way never to come into bodily contact with each other. You know the idea, detours completely around the other side of the room, rather than squeezing past one another.
I became Uncle Ray to the children, because for some reason little Yvette had had trouble-pronouncing Graham. The way Yvette said it I sounded like Ray or something near to it, and the other two children soon took up calling me Uncle Ray as well. For simplicity and so as not to confuse the children, Sheila also started calling me Ray. Over the next few months the neighbours' children also began to refer to me as Uncle Ray. And before I knew where I was, Ray became my new name.
I spent a lot of time with the children over those months. Look, when you've got children in the house, you just take them for granted; or rather I had with my own children. When they are suddenly not there anymore, you certainly do miss them and all the things you should have done with them. Having Sheila's children in the house was like a second chance for me, although I think I did get melancholy a few nights, wondering whether I had been as good a father as I could have been to my own children.
Over time I discovered that Sheila's husband had taken his own life. Apparently his business had gone broke and he just couldn't handle it. He'd had a nervous breakdown and turned into a depressive, before eventually committing suicide. I didn't learn this all at once and not all of it from Sheila either. It was more that I had to work it out, from picking up bits and pieces here and there.
Work began on Sheila's house quite quickly, but we were told early on that it was going to take some considerable time. The heat had been so great that a lot of the structure of the house had been damaged, requiring an almost complete rebuild. Even the people in the other-half of the semi had to move out for a while whilst the party wall was rebuilt. All five of us would visit the house every week to see what progress had been made.
To outsiders, life in my house must have looked very normal. Sheila and I, to anyone who didn't know us, must have looked like husband and wife living together with our three children. But that wasn't the case; there was none of the intimacy that a husband and wife normally share together. For the first few months, the only times that Sheila and I left the house together were to go shopping, visiting the cemetery (Sheila's husband was in the same cemetery as my children.) and trips to her house to see how far the builders had got on with the repairs.
As time went on, I got dragged (willingly) to the children's school events. I really got into Jacob and Miranda's after-school activities. The reaction of the teachers was interesting; some of them had taught my own children and they obviously were aware of their deaths. I know one slipped up quite badly one day when talking about Miranda he referred to her by my daughter's name. He was quite embarrassed when Miranda corrected him. I mention this because it was never a mistake that I made. Although sometimes in my dreams the children would, not so much become mixed up, but sort of merge into each other.
As my relationship with the children got closer and closer, my relationship with Sheila stayed the same. We sort of kept each other at arm's length. Although many evenings I found myself watching her out of the corner of my eye, come on, she was an attractive woman, and it could be that sometimes I got the feeling that she was watching me.
During the summer I took them all on a camping holiday to Wales. It was something that Sheila and the children hadn't done before. I let them use the frame tent whilst I used my old hike tent. Once they got into it - living without all modern conveniences does take some getting used to - they really enjoyed themselves and we had a couple of more weekends away before the summer was over.
Late summer found us - or rather Sheila - picking out paint colours, furniture, floor coverings and things for her house. I drove her around as I had been doing since she'd moved in with me and she often asked my advice, not that I claim to be an expert.
October saw the house nearing completion and plans were made for them to move back in during the last week of the month. That was put back to early November because of problems with the central heating. And then quite suddenly I was in an empty house again.
I had known that the day was going to come, but that first evening that I came home from work to an empty house was a real killer for me. I looked around the place and walked straight back out again. I knew my destination was the Rose and Crown and as I walked up the street I began to wonder whether anyone had nicked my regular bar stool. I hadn't been near the place since the previous Christmas.
Although I was heading for the Rose and Crown, I somehow and without thinking or planning it, detoured past Sheila's house. Through the window I could see the children all sitting down to eat, Sheila was standing there talking on the telephone to someone. It did cross my mind to walk up that path and knock on the door, but somehow I couldn't bring myself to do so.
My stool was empty and George said, "Hi, Graham," and began to pull my pint as if I'd been in there yesterday.
"Ray!" I can remember saying to him. "Everybody calls me Ray nowadays."
"Whatever, makes no never-mind to me, Ray." George replied, and he carried on serving me.
I drank too much that evening, which I realised the moment I woke up in my bed the following morning. It was my hangover more than anything else that made me decide I wasn't going back to my old ways. Well, that was my intention, but the world is full of good intentions, isn't it?
The next two evenings I kicked around in the garage. I had this idea of turning it into a workshop. I was going to get myself a hobby, like woodworking or something. You know, then I'd have little projects to do in the evenings and on weekends. The next night a neighbour invited me over for dinner. Now lets be honest here, he was fiddling with his wife's car when I got home and out of desperation for something to do I went over to offer him a hand.
In gratitude his wife asked me to stay for a meal. I can't say I realised what was happening for the next week or so. But several neighbours would ask me to join them for a meal in the evening. Looking back now I can see that it was all planned. Just by chance the husband or wife would be out in the street when I got home from work and they would start chatting. The next thing I knew, I'd be sitting down to eat with them.
Often the subject of Sheila and the children would come up. But I could only tell them I hadn't seen them since they'd moved out. This normally brought strange expressions to the wives faces and embarrassing silences from the husbands.
I think it was the second or third weekend after Sheila had gone home that I ran into her and the children in the supermarket. Now let's be honest, I didn't run into them; the children ran into me and everybody in that bloody store knew about it. Before I knew what was happening, Yvette was sitting in my shopping trolley and the other two were hanging on my arms. Luckily the children were very vocal as Sheila and I didn't seem to know what to say to each other.
I took them over to MacDonald's for ice cream when Sheila and I had finished our shopping. Whilst the children played around Sheila told me about the teething problems she was having with the house. Nothing serious, just the kind of things you would expect.
Something made me invite them all back to my place for dinner that night. Just for a moment I thought Sheila hesitated, but the children made the decision for her. Now let's be fair, Sheila cooked the meal. Maybe that's why she'd hesitated - Sheila had sampled my cooking before.
That afternoon it was fun having the children over even though they spent most of the time playing with the neighbours children. I helped (or hindered; she never did say which) Sheila in the kitchen and we appeared to get on as we had whilst she was staying with me. That is until she asked me to call the children in and get them washed up.
Unfortunately we both tried to cross the kitchen at the same time and kind of collided, near the back door. Sheila lost her balance and I grabbed her to stop her falling. Just for a moment I was holding her in my arms and then we were both saying, "I'm sorry," repeatedly to each other, then we disentangled ourselves and retreated into our shells, embarrassed.
Dinner that evening was spent listening to the excited children tell us about their day with their friends. Once the washing up was done, I drove the family home. There was talk of them coming over again and of me going to have a meal with them. But no actual date was set.
My car was left parked in the Rose and Crown's car park that night. I was too drunk to drive it home. On the Sunday after I'd slept the drink off, I went back to the pub to retrieve it, and it spent another night parked there. Look, I just didn't want to go back to that empty house until I had to. Or I was so drunk I didn't notice the silence.
On the Monday morning, I didn't go to work. I went to the estate agent to put my house on the market. I had no idea where I was going to live, but I knew couldn't live in that empty house any more. To lose one family from it was bad enough, but losing a second was just too much for me.
I moved out of the house, although I left it furnished until after it was sold. The Agents told me it's easier to sell a house when it's furnished. I moved into a small residential hotel near where I worked. It was quite pleasant, but I can't say I made many friends amongst the other residents. I had for sometime been reverting to the miserable old fart I'd been a year previous.
I received summonses through the mail to attend Sheila's children's Christmas plays and concerts at their school. I sat with Sheila through all of them and I found it a little uncomfortable as the seats were jammed in quite tightly. Actual physical contact between Sheila and I was almost impossible to avoid. I knew Sheila did not like it, because I could feel her stiffen when I came into contact with her.
Again my going to their house for dinner one evening was discussed, but once again I somehow managed to avoid making a firm date. The children asked me if I was going to join them on Christmas day and I know they were upset when I told them that regretfully I had other plans. I gave them some bullshit about visiting my sister on the south coast. I'm not sure Sheila bought the story, but I think the children did.
I spent a lot of time choosing Christmas presents for Sheila and her children and arranged with a local courier company to have them delivered to her house on Christmas day. Expensive, but I thought worth it for the surprise value.
The night before Christmas Eve, I found myself drawn to the Rose and Crown again. Strangely it wasn't quite as crowded as it had been the year before. Different night of the week I suppose.
It must have been around ten-ish when suddenly a voice asked. "Any happier this year, Ray?"
I turned to see the old man sitting on the stool beside me.
"Oh, its you again. Where did you spring from?" I asked in surprise. I hadn't noticed him enter the pub, or buy the drink he was holding from George. But then again I was probably in my own little world again.
"I'm always about somewhere, Ray. It's just that you don't see me."
Jesus, sounded to me like the old boy had drunk too much already.
"What are you having?" I asked signalling to George to refill my glass. But the old guy just waved his hand to say he didn't want another at the moment.
George came over with my new pint and then stood there for a while with a strange look on his face.
"This one's on me, Ray, and I think you should make it your last for tonight," he said, waving away my proffered fiver.
I can't say I took much notice of what George said, as there were a few questions I had for the old man.
"Look, where did you get to that night of the fire?" I asked him. "When I came out of that house you were nowhere to be seen."
"I was busy, Ray. Before I passed, er...." The old man stopped speaking for a few seconds, as if he was thinking what to say. "Before I retired I was a paediatrician. I was in the ambulance helping the paramedics with the children. By the time I came out you were gone."
"But my telephone - how did you get that back to me?"
"I gave it to a policeman. You know you didn't look too good when you came out of that house. I assume he must have given it to you or put it in your pocket."
Well, I have to admit that could have been how I got the phone back. I couldn't exactly recall what happened or what was said when the police officer came over and asked everyone to move further away from the fire.
"You went to the hospital the next day," I said still trying to get my head around this old man and his actions.
"Of course I did. I wanted to see how the children were recovering. You know that was very fortunate timing the night of the fire. Just a couple of minutes later and there would have been a disaster."
"But you gave Sheila my phone number, how did you know that or my name?"
"From your mobile phone, Ray. You have your name and the number on a label on the back."
That was a fact, I was using a company mobile and as they are all the same, we have labels on them to say whose is whose when they're laying around in the office.
Whilst I drank my pint, I kept asking the old boy questions that he came up with reasonable answers for. But there was something about the old boy that didn't add up in my mind.
"So, Ray, are you spending Christmas with Sheila and the children?" he suddenly asked.
"No, I didn't think that was a good idea," I replied.
"And why ever not?" he demanded with a shocked tone to his voice.
"Because."
"Because what? Come on out with it. Those children are going to miss seeing you."
"Because of Sheila." I looked around to see if anyone was within earshot. George was serving another customer at the far end of the bar, but no one else was standing very close. "I think I've fallen in love with her."
"And that's a good reason for not spending Christmas with her. I'd have thought that was a damned good reason too spend time with her and her family."
"But she doesn't feel the same way about me."
"What the hell gives you that idea?"
"Well, I did something really stupid. Damn, I can't understand why I'm telling you this?"
"Perhaps you need to. Now come on out with it," the old boy said.
"New Year's Eve last year. She had only been in my house a couple of days and I'm ashamed to say I kind of over-stepped the mark. I think I upset her."



"Oh, and just how did you overstep the mark?"
"Well, I kissed her and.... Oh, Christ. I touched her inappropriately. Can we leave this subject?"
"No, I don't think we can. So what did she do to make you stop?
"Nothing. Look, I had drunk too much...."
"Why don't I find that a surprise?" the old boy interjected.
"Well, anyway I suddenly realised what I was doing and stopped myself."
"So Sheila didn't stop you? You stopped yourself?
"Yes!"
"If she didn't stop you, why did you stop? Perhaps she wanted you to continue."
"And she might have let me out of gratitude for saving her and her family's life. I don't want a woman to sleep with me out of gratitude."
"Did you by any chance discuss this with Sheila?"
"Don't be silly. It would have been too embarrassing. She was embarrassed enough being in the house with me after that anyway."
"Oh, so embarrassed that she didn't move herself and her children out of your house."
"Well, she didn't have anywhere to go."
"Rubbish! The insurance company paid you for accommodating her and the children, didn't they? Sheila could have moved out anytime she liked."
"But why did she stay then?"
"Think. Could it be that she had fallen in love with her guardian angel?" the old boy said and then quietly he added, "It's such a shame that that has never happened to me."
"She never said anything to me."
"And I suppose you told her how you felt everyday?"
"Of course I didn't. If I'd told Sheila how I felt and she didn't have the same feelings towards me - well, that would have been too embarrassing for her to stay living at my house."
"You don't think there's the slightest possibility that Sheila was thinking the exact same thing, by any chance. Do you, Ray?
"But!"
"Tell me why haven't you accepted her invitations to dinner."
"How do you know I haven't? Come to that how do you know she's asked me."
"Lets just say it's obvious to me, shall we? But you are really making a mistake. That woman has fallen in love with you."
Suddenly the pub doors flew open and a massive party crowd entered the pub. Conversation became an impossibility and for a few minutes I turned my attention away from the old man. When things had quietened down a little, I was surprised to find he was no longer sitting on the stool beside me.
"George, where'd the old boy go?" I asked as he came over to refill my glass.
"What old boy?"
"The old fart I've was talking to."
"Christ, Ray, you've had e-bloody-nough for one night. You've been sitting there talking to yourself all bleeding night. Time you went home, I think." George pulled the pint away from me again and poured it into the slop's tray. "Do you want me to call you a taxi, Ray?" he added.
"George I think you'd better cut down on the sauce yourself!" I said to him as I got off my stool. Once George decided you'd had a skin full, I knew that I'd get no more from him that night.
Christmas Eve I woke up without a hangover. I found it pleasant but it didn't take me by as much of a surprise as it would have done if Sheila hadn't lived with me for a year. Before she and the children had moved in hangovers were the norm for me.
Like a lot of people I had the day off work and spent it wandering around the shops. I'd already bought the children and Sheila's presents and they were going to be delivered by the couriers in the morning. But I found a couple of other things I thought they would like. Having wrapped them up, I took them to the courier's office to be added to the delivery. Then I went back to the hotel with the couple of bottles of booze I thought should keep me pretty senseless until after Boxing Day. Back in those days the pubs didn't open for long on Christmas day.
As I came out of the dining room in the hotel that night, one of the other residents, a guy everyone in the hotel knew as the Major, collared me.
"Mr Stark, I say old boy do you play bridge?" he asked.
"Well, I have done but I'm not that clever at it," I replied without thinking, having been taken by surprise by his question.
"Wonderful, you're just what we need. We don't take it too seriously ourselves. But Mrs Brant has got visitors this evening. Would you mind making up a fourth until her visitors go?"
You know I didn't know how to say no to the old bugger. Damn it, what is it about officer types, that they just seem to be able to get you to do things without really trying. So the next thing I know I'm sitting down with three old farts playing bloody bridge instead of going down to the Rose and Crown.
"Still it's only until the old girl's guests leave," I thought to myself.
Some hopes; the old girl never showed at all and we were still playing at midnight. The Major and the other two thanked me for sitting in, as the game broke up and they made their way off to bed. By that time, they knew how bad I was at bridge but they didn't comment. Lucky we weren't playing for money; I'd have been broke.
After they'd gone I sat in the lounge for a while and watched the TV for a bit. It wasn't until I had gotten into bed that I realised that all I'd had to drink that night was a couple of sherries with the Major and his cronies. I'd fancied a pint or two, but it didn't seem right to drink beer at the bridge table.
I was up early for breakfast on that Christmas morning. God knows why; possibly because I'd had nothing to drink the night before. But as I came down the stairs from my room, there was I surprise waiting for me in reception.
"Mr Stark, there's some parcels here for you!" the receptionist said as I came into view.
I did a quick double take as she pointed to the little pile of brightly coloured packages. Christ, they were my presents to Sheila and the children. What the hell were they doing at the hotel? Assuming the couriers had fucked the delivery up, I called them to demand that they deliver the parcels to the correct address. But all I got was a recorded Christmas greeting and a message that the office would be open again the day after Boxing Day.
"You know the old man who delivered them seemed a bit senile to me!" the young receptionist commented, having kindly ignored the blasphemies that I muttered as I put the telephone down.
"Don't tell me. A short rather plump guy with white hair and a beard," I said looking at her.
"Why, yes, that sounds like him. Do you know him?" she asked with a smile on her face.
"Regretfully I think I do. Can you call me a taxi and ask them to deliver these for me?"
"Certainly, Mr Stark. Go and have your breakfast and I'll call you when the taxi gets here, so you can pay him."
The girl still hadn't called me when I came out of the dining room after my leisurely breakfast.
"I'm sorry, Mr Stark, it doesn't make sense but I've tried every taxi company that we normally use and none of them have a car available."
"It might not make sense to you, but where that old man is concerned it definitely is starting to make sense to me, young lady. Would you mind helping me carry these out to my car?"
+++++++++++++
As I pulled into Sheila's drive, the front door opened and all three children rushed out to greet me. I won't go into the rest of the day, but I will say that although I had said I wasn't going to be there, my attendance did appear to have been anticipated. I noted the dining room table had already been laid to seat five. It was after the children had gone to bed that I asked Sheila.
"You knew I was coming then?"
"Of course!"
"But I told you I wasn't coming."
"Yes, you did, but I saw your friend yesterday and he told me that you would definitely be here today."
"Don't tell me, the little tubby bloke."
"Yes, the man who came to the hospital last year."
"Did he by any chance say anything else?"
"Only that I should lock the door after you came in and get my hands on your car keys."
I looked at the coffee table where I'd put my keys. They were gone!
"Looking for these?" Sheila asked. She held my car keys up for me to see.
"Yes, can I have them please?"
"Of course. Just come and get them." Sheila replied as at the same time she pulled the dress she was wearing away from her chest and dropped the keys down her cleavage. Then she sat there and smiled at me.
"What am I supposed to do now?" I asked.
"Come and get them." Sheila said as she jumped out of her seat and headed for the lounge door at a run. "You know where the bedroom is, don't you!"
+++++++++++++++++
Sheila and I were married less than a month later. Well, you knew that was coming even if I didn't. But there are none so blind as those who won't see.
We've been living in this house together happily now for the last thirteen years. I'm sitting here this Christmas Eve with my loving wife beside me, looking at an old scorched photograph hanging over the fireplace.
It was just after our wedding when some photograph albums that had been recovered from Sheila's burnt out house were finally returned to Sheila. They had been damaged by water and the fire itself; the insurance company had sent them off to specialists to see if any could be saved.
"Sheila, who's this a picture of?" I asked as we looked through them for the first time.
"My grandfather, my father's dad. I love that picture. Doesn't he remind you of Father Christmas?"
"I thought he looked like the old guy. You know the one you call my friend."
"No, I don't think so. He's much shorter than grandfather was. Strange though, when I was younger I seem to remember that he had a sterner look on his face. But he's positively beaming there. I suppose the memory plays tricks on us."
Life goes on
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Chapter 2
Stella came back into my office. She didn't speak as she locked the door behind her; then she walked over to my desk and picked up the tape cassette and the rubbish bin from beside my desk. Placing the bin beside the sofa, she put the tape in the player and then stood there looking at me.
"Well, I suppose we'd better get this over with, or are you going to drink that coffee first, before you grind a hole in the bottom of the cup?"
I looked down and realised I'd been stirring the coffee since Stella had given it to me. The saucer was half full with coffee I'd splashed out of the cup. Pouring the spilt coffee back in to the cup, I crossed the room and sat on the sofa. Stella sat on the other end of it with the remote control in her hand.
"Are you ready?"
"As I'll ever be!" I replied and Stella pressed the remote control start button.
For a few moments the screen was blank again and there the screen flashed into life showing a view of an office somewhere. There was an empty chair and you could see the side of a television but not the screen. Hushed voices could be heard but it was impossible to make out what was being said. Then suddenly there was the sound of someone knocking on a door.
"Come in, Mrs Bartholomew," a disembodied male voice, said. Then a few seconds later, "sit down please?"
Emily appeared on the screen and sat in the chair. She looked confident but just slightly nervous. Her head turning from side to side, obviously looking at several different people who were also in the room, but out of the camera's field of vision.
"Emily - you don't mind if I call you Emily, do you?"
"No, of course not, Mr Harcourt."
"Please call me Mike, Emily. We're all one big happy family here, aren't we, gentlemen?"
There were several grunts and noises from the other occupants of the room.
"Now, Emily, have you considered my proposition yet?"
Emily suddenly looked very concerned.
"I didn't think you were serious, Mr Harcourt."
"Mike, Emily. Must I keep on reminding you? Of course I was serious. We need a woman of your qualities on the team."
Emily's face now looked extremely angry.
"You must be insane. I would never contemplate such an idea. What kind of a woman do you take me for?"
"Well, a very beautiful and happily married one, I thought. Who exudes sex appeal!"
Emily stood up. "How dare you even suggest such a thing! I thought it was the drink talking the other day and I gave you the benefit of the doubt. You will have my letter of resignation as soon as I get back to my office and I'll be reporting this to the authorities."
"Sit down, Emily, before you do anything you'll be sorry for."
This was a new voice and a very commanding one. Emily stopped, looking at someone obviously standing beside the camera. A man's back appeared on the screen as he moved towards her. He took Emily by the arm and pushed her quite firmly back down into the chair.
"We have a little film for you to watch, Emily. Look at the television please." He said.
Emily's gaze moved to the screen and from her reactions I gather she was watching the first video that had been sent to me. This was no act. I could see that Emily was having trouble understanding or believing what she was seeing.
"But that's impossible. How did you... where did you get this?" Emily demanded.
"Its very good, isn't it, Emily? We've got some people who know how to knock this sort of stuff up for us. Do you like the tattoo and your birthmark?"
"But I, I don't understand, how did you know about my birthmark?"
"Silly girl, remember that massage you had at that conference in Germany. A company perk, you thought. We've got some very nice film of you changing for it as well, or should I say giving us a strip show. You know, several of our customers have said that they'd like you to entertain them, on the strength of seeing that film."
Emily's face showed an expression of horror and a lot of unintelligible words were coming from her mouth. It was plain to understand that she just didn't know what to say.
"It was very handy of you and your husband to have the baby camera in your bedroom, the child adds some authenticity, don't you think? Our people just hooked a recorder up to the circuit for a few days. Actually you were sitting on the bed reading in the original version. And then when you and hubby went off for that weekend trip to Paris we gave you, well, our little film crew slipped into your flat for a few hours and recorded the action.
"She's good, isn't she? That blond wig and a little bit of body painting. You have trouble believing that it wasn't really you yourself, don't you? We had some trouble with her voice though, so we can't use a lot of the film that was taken, but this should be enough. Luckily the young woman got a little excited; she wasn't expecting to take that monster up the backside. But I think anyone would have difficulty in believing that it isn't you screaming and moaning, under the circumstances.
"I hope you do like it up the arse, because some of our clients like to take our whores that way. But it doesn't matter if you don't. You'll soon get the hang of it."
"You're all insane. I'm not sleeping with anyone for you or anybody else."
"Oh, but you are, Emily. If you don't, your husband will receive a copy of that tape in the mail."
"He'll never believe it's me."
"Oh, I believe he will. Are you really willing to take that chance?"
"I'll tell him you are trying to blackmail me. I'll tell the police as well. You will all finish up in prison."
"I don't think so, Emily. You see, we aren't even in the country. Officially, everybody in this room except you, is out of the country today and has been all week. As far as anyone else knows, this interview has never happened; well, you can't prove it happened anyway. Now I'll tell you what you are going to do. You'll go back to your office and then you will ask your secretary to call hubby and tell him your going to be late home this evening. Then you will go to the Hilton Hotel where you will meet and entertain a client of ours who is waiting there for you. That way we will know that you're on board.
"If you don't do as I instruct you, your husband will receive a copy of this tape, tout-de-suite. And then, hey, presto, your nice little world will fall apart and your marriage will be over. And of course you won't have a job either. Just to top things off nicely, I should think hubby would get custody of the child as well. What judge is going to give custody to a mother who would put on a show like that in front of an infant?"
"Never in a million years." Emily shouted and in an instant, she was out of the chair and the door could be heard slamming closed behind her. Several voices could be heard talking at once almost in panic, then the commanding voice called for calm.
"Now, don't panic gentlemen. We all knew this might happen one day. Have her telephone switched off and someone watch her to see what she's doing. When she leaves the building, if she doesn't go straight to the Hilton, get that tape delivered to her husband immediately. We'll meet at the airport later and be back in the good old US of A before anyone knows we were here. If she tries to call our bluff, that silly little tart's going to be in real trouble. Every body hold your nerve and she can prove nothing."
The screen went black.
Stella and I sat there looking at each other.
"Tony, you don't think Emily was telling the truth, do you?"
"I really can't think what to make of it. But if this is an elaborate hoax, she must have managed to take a few years off somehow. The last time I saw Emily she looked ... well, she looked like a broken woman. I haven't seen her looking like that since...."
"Oh, god, how could anybody be so cruel?"
"You think this is genuine then, Stella?"
"Yes Tony, I believe I do. If Stella had set this up, she would have had to have filmed this video years ago. So why would she wait until now to send it to you? No, I think someone in Emily's old company has suddenly found himself a conscience.
"Oh, shit, what have I done?"
"You didn't do anything, Tony. You acted on the evidence available to you at the time. The same as the police did."
"But I could have trusted her."
"And what if the first tape had been genuine. Tony, you made a decision based on the evidence you had at your disposal at the time. No one is going to blame you for doing that."
"No one! What about Emily?"
"Ah well, now there you are going to have to speak to her. But before you go off half cocked, I think that you'd better have the police take a look at this tape first and perhaps they can have another look at the original as well. Things have moved on a bit in the last ten years. They may be able to see how it was put together now. That's assuming that it isn't genuine."
++++++++++++++++
I was lucky. Or rather Stella was. She managed to track down a police officer who had been a junior member of the team that carried out the investigation of Emily's claim that her bosses had tried to blackmail her. The officer had been promoted to inspector Morris in the ensuing years. Stella somehow persuaded him to come to my office the following morning.
He watched the new tape through twice and then turned to me.
"I'm sorry to have to tell you sir, but I believe that this new tape is genuine."
"Are you sure?"
"I'm damned sure, sir. I recognise that voice and the office this tape was made in as well, from when we did original interviews."
"What does that prove? This tape could have been made recently."
"No, I'm afraid that it couldn't, Mr Bartholomew. That whole office building was pulled down about seven years ago now."
"Jesus Christ!"
"You can say that again, sir. Now just how did this tape come into your possession."
"Delivered to the front desk early yesterday morning, about four AM. We have a surveillance tape here of the man who delivered it. But if he was a courier, there's no badges or insignia to recognise where he came from."
"Four AM. Doubtful it was a courier then. More likely a taxi I'd say. That's assuming it isn't our informant who's suddenly got himself a conscience who delivered it personally. Now that would make life easy. Let me take a look at the film of him you've got and see if his face rings any bells."
Stella put the video of the man delivering the package to the front desk into the player.
"No, his face doesn't ring any bells with me," the inspector said. "But I'll show it to some of the night lads. With any luck, one of them might know him. If not, the labs will try to get a decent still of him off of it. Now I'd like to take both this new tape and the original with me if I can. If nothing else comes of it, there should be someone up before the Beak for trying to pervert the course of justice, it nothing else. You never know. We might be able to get the attempted blackmail case reinstated, if we're lucky and can find enough evidence. This tape must have been stored somewhere and how many other tapes are in the same place.
"Now can you tell me where I can find Mrs Bartholomew nowadays?"
I looked at Stella and she shook her head. "I'm afraid I can't inspector. I feel very foolish now but I've been a little bit, vindictive. Emily is only allowed to see my... our child on her birthday and at Christmas. I haven't kept track of where she's living I'm afraid."
"Do you know where she works?"
"I'm afraid I can't help you there either."
"Old friends or relatives?"
"I'm sorry to say she was disowned by just about everyone, including her family."
"Oh, dear, what a bloody mess. I promise you, someone is going down for this. Do you have her National Insurance number by any chance?"
Stella this time looked positive and headed out of the office. Two minutes later she was back and gave the inspector Emily's insurance number and a copy of a photograph that had been taken at Christmas about three years before.
The officer looked at the picture of a once beautiful Emily. "Bastards," he muttered under his breath.
"Inspector, when you find her, could you please let me know where she is?" I said to him as he went to leave the office.
"Of course I will, sir, just as soon as we can locate her. I don't suppose she's actually in hiding, so it shouldn't prove too difficult."
"Assuming you're right and that tape is genuine, I've got a lot of making up to do. That's assuming Emily is going to let me.
"I'm sorry, sir. If you don't mind me saying, I wouldn't want to be in your shoes, for all the tea in China."
End of chapter two.
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I had a proper council of war with inspector Morris a couple of days later, after he'd had time to dig out and go over the original files.
"Damn, those bastards were bloody cute," he said as he signalled for me to take a chair opposite him in his office. "You know they counted on the fact that Emily was going to name all five of the men who were in the office that day. Then when we went looking for them, do you know where they were?"
"Yes, they were on a yacht that was sailing the Caribbean. They were all interviewed by the American police when the boat got to Miami or somewhere," I replied. I'd heard this report so many times before when Emily's claims were first being investigated.
"Made a good job of convincing the officers in charge of the case that Emily was lying right from the beginning. It was all down to the timing and quite honestly the whole damned set-up must have cost a bomb. That yacht was at sea when Emily claimed those guys were trying to blackmail her.
"They were on the yacht when it left port and there just happened to be film footage taken by a local TV company of them leaving the harbour, and they were still on the thing when it arrived in Port Charlotte In Florida. Somewhere they must have gotten off the yacht, flown all the way to England, had that interview with Emily and then all flown back and gotten back onto the yacht before it arrived at Port Charlotte."
"The boat must have stopped off somewhere," I said.
"No chance. From what it says here, there just wasn't enough sailing time. It takes a long time to fly to England and then fly back again. That yacht needed every hour it had at sea to make the run. No, they must have got off just after it sailed and re-boarded somewhere off the Florida coast."
"But surely it must have cost them thousands to set that kind of thing up. Was it worth it to blackmail one woman for sex? It just doesn't make any sense," I commented.
"Think about what you've just said. That's exactly what the officers in charge of the original investigation must have thought at the time. But then think about it again. How much money you would spend to keep yourself from having to serve a long jail term at Her Majesty's pleasure for blackmail? We've got no idea what their long term plans for Emily were if she'd gone along with them, so we have no way of knowing how much money was involved.
"What we do know is somehow those five men got off that boat. Probably a speedboat or something picked them up and took them back to the shore. Then I would suggest a private jet flew them to England. Look, those guys have plenty of money; they fly around the world all the time. Anyway they tried to blackmail your wife and she wouldn't play ball; so they send the tape to you and are on their on their way back to the yacht probably before you have even seen the damn thing.
"By the time we go looking for them, they are sailing into Port Charlotte after a nice week's cruise. Who's going to believe Emily's story after that? Now if it had been just one man out of the five, well, it might have looked a little bit suspicious, but as it was all five of the buggers, there was even less chance that Emily would ever be believed."
Inspector Morris shuffled around the papers that he'd been looking at as he spoke.
"So how are we going to prove that they were in the country?"
"At the moment I haven't got the slightest idea. But looking through the file, there are some avenues that weren't looked into at the time. Mainly I assume because I don't think Emily was ever believed from the beginning. To me it looks as if they just went through the motions. I've made a few friends in the FBI and with some American drug guys over the years. You know there's a lot of drug smuggling on around that area, besides the people who escape from Cuba who get into the States through Florida. I'm wondering how long the authorities over there keep records of the surveillance they do on off-shore shipping. It could be that someone saw something and has a record of it tucked away, but it's a pretty long shot. I'll have to see who owes me some favours.
"Thanks, inspector. I'm not sure what I would have done without your help. Have you by any chance found out where Emily is yet?"
"I'm sorry, no, nothing so far. But it's early days on that one yet. Give it a week or so to get right around the system."
+++++++++++++
I had to wait almost another two weeks before Inspector Morris called to tell me he had managed to discover where Emily was working and, from there, where she was living. It turned out she was living in a rather less than affluent part of the city that the developers hadn't got their mucky little hands on yet.
After some discussion, he had kindly asked me whether I would like to make the first approach to Emily. I'm not a hundred percent sure that he was doing me a favour there.
On the early morning drive across the city, the inspector told me that the laboratory had come back with a report that the original tape had definitely been faked. It was a combination of two different recordings, possibly made easier to manufacture by the fact that the fixed nanny cam of questionable quality had been used to take both the original recordings. Apparently the poorer the original recording, the less obvious the tampering is.
The experts thought that some quite common techniques that the film industry uses had been employed in its manufacture. The inspector didn't go into the technical details, so I'm not sure that he understood then himself. He did add that the experts had said it was very high quality work and that it would probably fool most people. You have to remember that the video was made before the digital revolution had become commonplace.
The inspector finally stopped the car outside a small 24-hour café and looked at his watch.
"Emily serves the night shift and her relief should have just taken over from her. The local beat bobby tells me she normally has her breakfast right after she goes off duty, and then she walks home. She's apparently living in a bed-sit about half a mile down that way." The inspector pointed down the road. "With any luck, you should find her sitting on her own at the rear of the café. By the kitchen door, the beat man said. I'll wait here and give you some time to break the ice, before I come in and have a word with her. Good luck!"
I thanked the officer, then getting out of his car walked up to the café's door. Through the window that was misted with condensation, I could just about make out a woman that I assumed was Emily sitting with her back to me at the rear of the café.
"Come on, you Prat, get your act together. Time to eat some humble pie!" I said to myself. For an instant I wished I'd brought my daughter or even Stella along for moral support. But there comes a time when a man has to stand on his own feet and take what's coming to him.
I entered the café without Emily noticing me. For a few moments I stood watching her. I could see that she still had her fine figure, but maybe she wasn't looking after it as she had done in the past. Her hair was much shorter and didn't show any sign of the hairdresser's skills that had always been her trademark whilst we had been married. And her clothes - they looked like hand-me-downs or something. Definitely fitted where they touched, if you understand me.
I purchased a cup of tea from the lady behind the counter; then I carried it to Emily's table.
"Would you mind if I joined you?" I asked when I got there.
"There's plenty of empty...." Emily stopped speaking when she looked-up to reply and realised who it was standing there.
"Well, may I sit down, Emily?"
"Why?"
"Because I need to speak to you?"
"Why?"
"Damn, you're making this hard, Emily. Look, we could keep this up all day. Now may I sit down? I have something I need to talk to you about."
I took the nod of Emily's head to have given me permission to sit with her. As I turned to sit down, I noted that several of the early morning patrons were looking in our direction.
"What do you want?" Emily asked, without taking her eyes off of her breakfast.
"To apologise to you."
"What for?" Emily sure had turned into a conversationalist.
"Everything. Calling you a cheat. Divorcing you and for taking our daughter away from you. And for not having the faith to believe you."
Emily had stopped eating, but she still did not look up at me.
"What are you trying to pull this time?" she demanded in a quite loud voice.
"You all right back there, Emily?" An Irish accented voice called from somewhere in the café.
"Yeah, I'm fine, Pat. It's just my husband popped in for a visit. I don't expect he'll be staying long," Emily called back
"Now don't you be upsetting our Emily there, mister, or we'll be having something to say about it!" the disembodied voice called back.
I glanced over and saw several rather large men sitting at a table near the front of the café. If those guys got nasty, I was going to be in real trouble.
"When I need your help, Patrick, I'll ask for it. Thank you. In the mean time, I'll be asking you to mind your own business please," Emily called out to him, then in a quieter voice to me. "So what are you after, Tony?"
"I'm not after anything, Emily. I'm trying to tell you that I was completely wrong. I know now that that videotape was a fake and I'm damned sure it was your boss Harcourt who had it made. I know that he was trying to blackmail you into having sex with the company's clients. In a nutshell, I know you didn't lie, you didn't cheat and that I was a bleeding arsehole to you, for which I am truly sorry."
Emily now looked me in the eye. "So what brought about this sudden change of heart?"
"Another videotape, Emily. Someone sent me a tape of that meeting where Harcourt propositioned you and you told him to stick it up his own arse."
Emily blushed. I knew that she was no stranger to strong language, but I had forgotten for the moment what Harcourt had said to her at that meeting.
"So you believe that I wasn't lying now?"
"Yes, I do."
"And now, what's supposed to happen? Am I supposed to fall at your feet and be grateful?"
"No, I wasn't expecting you to do anything like that. If anything it should be me falling at your feet and begging you to forgive me. But for a start, if you haven't got anyone special to go home to, I'd like you to come home with me and live at our house with our daughter," then as an after-thought I added, "and me."
"What, just like that! Forget all that's happened?"
"No, no, good god, girl....
"Don't go calling me girl, Tony! I'm not a child, I'm nearly forty years old," Emily snapped back at me, her sudden outburst taking me by surprise. Funny how you forget things. Emily never did like me calling her girl.
"Sorry, sorry. No, Emily. I'd like for you to move into our spare room. Bridget has been without her mother for a long time. I'd like you to move to our house and.... Damn it, Emily, cut me some slack here. Bridget needs you and, Christ, I need you to at least try to forgive me."
"Bring me another tea will you please, Martha?" Emily shouted over her shoulder. "Okay, your forgiven! Happy now?" she added and went back to eating her breakfast.
"What, just like that!"
"I said forgiven. I haven't said anything about forgetting that you didn't trust me or that you've kept me away from Bridget."
"I'm sorry, Emily!"
Yes, yes. I'm sorry too. But being sorry won't give me back ten years of not being with my daughter as she grew up. Being sorry won't wipe out ten years of loneliness and being sorry will never make up for my so-called loving husband, not believing in me.
As Emily was saying that, I was relieved to see Inspector Morris entering the café. As he walked up to the counter, several of the customers must have recognised him as a policeman; they suddenly decided there was somewhere they needed to be, very urgently, and left.
The inspector got himself a cup of tea from Martha and came back to join us, taking a chair on the next table. Having become aware of his presence as he sat down, Emily glanced in his direction.
"Mr Morris. Oh, I am a popular woman today!"
"Hello, Emily. I'm going to need your help."
"And why should I help the police. They didn't help me when I needed them. They just tried to put me in prison."
"Emily, there's nothing I can do or say that's going to change how you were treated back then. But with your husband's help, I can get that conviction reversed and with any luck we can put the people who really did this to you behind bars. But without your co-operation I doubt if I can do anything."
Emily was back to eating her breakfast and didn't even appear to be listening to him. But it was apparent the inspector wasn't put off by that.
"Believe me, Emily, I'm sorry for all that has happened. You know I always thought something didn't add up. But as policemen, we have to go on the evidence, not on personal feelings."
"Somehow I always thought you might have believed me, Mr Morris," Emily said but still without looking in his direction.
"I didn't know what to believe, Emily. This might not make sense to you, but I just couldn't get my head around what I thought you believed. I'll admit I thought you must have been delusional or something. I never did believe that you were the type to intentionally lie.
"The one thing that has always played on my mind was your little girl. In that tape the woman was in obvious distress some of the time, but the little girl didn't react in any way at all. I mentioned it at the time to the senior officer on the case; he thought that it was probably not the first time the child had witnessed the same scene and she had grown accustomed to it. I still don't know why I never bought into that idea, but now I've been proved right."
Emily showed no emotion as she picked up the tea that Martha had brought her. "So where do we start?" she asked looking at the inspector and now apparently ignoring me.
"I need you to come into the station and make a new statement, or at least go over the statements you made all those years ago. I want you to think of the names of everyone you saw or spoke to in that building that day, when Harcourt propositioned you. Someone who knew what happened has had a bad attack of conscience and sent a tape of it to Tony.
"There must be other tapes. Other women that they have tricked or blackmailed into doing what they wanted you to do. One of the men in that room said, 'We knew this could happen someday,' after you turned them down and left the room. So they must have done the same thing before, and they are probably still doing it to some poor woman now. You knew the other women working for the company. Is there anyone who you think they might have tried the same trick on?"
Emily looked thoughtful. "There were a couple of girls who were working there when I first started; they just kind of disappeared from the office after a while. But now I come to think of it, I believe I saw them a few times at conferences and things. I just thought they were working for the competition. But I get the feeling I saw them talking to a couple of the directors. It was a long time ago and they held no interest for me at the time, so I could be mistaken."
"Emily, I know Tony wants you to go home with him."
News to me. How the hell did Morris know that I was planning to ask Emily to move back home? Don't tell me, a copper's nose, I suppose.
"I need you to rack your brain, Emily. See if you can come up with names for those girls, and anyone else in that firm you think might have been approached. And the men in the room that day - was there anyone there that you remember who might have looked like he wasn't comfortable with what was happening? Anyway you think about it and Tony can set up a time when we can get together and talk properly."
"Tony, head down now. Don't go doing anything that will let them know that we are back on the case. I don't need you chasing after anybody's blood and giving the game away," Inspector Morris suddenly said to me.
For a few seconds the inspector's little lecture confused me. After all I'd had a good idea of what Harcourt and the rest of his cronies had done for over two weeks. Why would I suddenly go after him now? Then I realised that it was for Emily's consumption, Inspector Morris was trying to help me get into Emily's good books, by suggesting I was out to get revenge for her.
After some further discussion, it was decided that Emily would come home with me for the time being at least. The Inspector left us at the café as Emily and I needed to get her gear from her bed-sit. I would call a taxi to drive us home.
Emily's bed-sit was a dump to say the least. She kept very clean and tidy, but you can't make a silk purse out of a sow's ear. Even Emily couldn't work those kinds of miracles. Emily went into the communal bathroom to shower and change, and she came out looking a lot different to the woman who went in. She had done wonders with her hair but she was still not as elegant as I remembered her. I must have been staring at her.
"What's wrong?" she asked looking at me with a frown on her face.
"Aren't I allowed to look at a beautiful woman?" I replied.
A statement I regretted making the moment it came out of my mouth. It left me open for retaliation, remember I'd let this woman down badly even if I hadn't intended to.
"If you start that bullshit with me, I'll stay here and you can go home alone," Emily spat at me.
"Emily, it's the truth. You might not have all those elegant clothes anymore, but you always have been a beautiful woman." I tried to flatter her.
"Tony, give it a bloody rest. I've been getting that kind of crap from the boys down at the café for the last five years and I'm not the dumb blond everybody takes me for. And your bullshit isn't going to have any effect on me, that I can promise you. I'm coming home with you so that I can be with my daughter. There's nothing between you and I anymore. Understand?"
"Yes, Emily."
"Well, come on, call that bloody cab."
"Its outside waiting. I called it whilst you were in the shower."
+++++++++++++
"Where's Bridget?" Emily demanded the moment we entered the house.
"At school. Where did you think she'd be?" I replied.
"I'm sorry. I didn't think. I'm impatient to see her."
"I'm sorry, of course you are."
"Christ, Tony, stop all this 'I'm sorry' lark every time I say anything. I'm not used to having a school child in the house, that's all. This is a nice house by the way."
"I'm glad you like it. Perhaps you will make it your permanent home."
"Tony, I loved you once. But ten years ago I learnt that I couldn't trust any man. Even the one who professed that he loved me. So don't go expecting me to go falling gratefully into your arms. It just isn't going to happen."
"The thought never crossed my mind," I lied. "Emily, I just want you to have a proper relationship with Bridget."
"Right, just so we know how the land lays. Now if you'll show me my room, I suppose I'd better get some sleep before Bridget gets home. What time does she usually get home from school."
"About four. You get some sleep and I'll make sure to wake you before Stella gets here with her."
"Stella, your secretary? Why is she bringing her home?"
"Well, normally I take her to school and pick her up on my way home. But I didn't know how today was going to go, so Stella is doing the honours. Stella has been a great help to me with Bridget."



"Oh, I'll bet she has, but what does your company say about you two swanning in and out whenever you like?"
"Stella is my private secretary now, Emily."
A somewhat strange look came over Emily's face. But I ignored it and continued.
"Stella has children of her own who are at school as well, so it's helpful for both of us to share the school run sometimes. Both of us only work part time now. I'm the chairman of the board and can virtually do as I wish."
"Congratulations. When did you become chairman?"
"About five years ago. I didn't know you didn't know."
"How could I?"
"I'm sorry."
"If you say I'm bloody sorry one more time I'm going to brain you."
I showed Emily to her room and left her to get some sleep. Several times during the day I looked in on her but she didn't stir until I woke her about a half past three. She took another shower and came down wearing a snug fitting pair of faded jeans and a white blouse. Although I pushed a cup of coffee in her hand, she spent the next fifteen minutes pacing the lounge like a lion in a cage. When Stella's car finally pulled up outside, I thought Emily was going to have a fit.
"How do I look?" she asked me, smoothing her hair and clothes as she looked in the mirror.
"Like a beautiful mother waiting for her daughter to come home from school," I replied. Emily's face broke into the first proper smile I'd seen for some years.
"Thank you." She grinned at back at me, but added, "But I told you, I don't need your crap."
Emily stayed in the lounge as I went to open the front door, which Bridget came through like a tornado. Seeing the open door to the lounge she made straight for it without acknowledging my presence.
"Mummy!" she screamed, and ran into Emily's waiting arms.
"You knew I was going to be here?" Emily asked Bridget.
"Daddy told me this morning that you were probably coming back to live with us today. I've been so excited I've nearly wet myself."
Stella came in the door with her two little ones, and I lead them through into the kitchen. Stella's children ran straight out into the garden to play. They had spent a lot of time at my house over the years and tended to treat it as their own. Stella herself began the task of preparing our evening meal. Look, I never have been that much of a cook and when Stella and her family visit she takes over in the kitchen. Self-preservation, she calls it.
"How is she?" Stella asked me once the children were out of earshot.
"I'm not sure. I don't think I'm her favourite person."
"I'm not surprised. What did you expect?"
"I haven't got the faintest idea what I expected. How can one plan for something like this happening?"
"You can't. You are going to have to take things one day at a time."
"Easily said, Stella, but I've got one big problem," I retorted.
"Only one? I thought you had a whole great list."
"There's only one burning one that I'm worried about."
"Oh, shit, you're still in love with her, aren't you?"
"So that's why you've worked for me so long, because you can read me like a book?"
"Probably. I do know in advance when to keep my head down. But, Tony, you know she might not love you any more and who could blame her?"
"I know, I know, I wasn't born yesterday. I'm going to have to eat humble pie until I can make her forgive me and then fall in love with me again."
"Good luck to you!"
Suddenly Stella's two children appeared at the back door demanding to know where Bridget was. Emily must have heard them and she came into the kitchen with Bridget. It was plain to see that they had both been crying.
"Go play with your friends, Bridget. I want to speak to Stella for a little while."
Somewhat reluctantly Bridget went outside with the two little ones. For a moment Stella and Emily looked at each other, then completely to my surprise Emily walked over to Stella and they gave each other a hug. Stella looked into my eyes as they were doing so and I got the message to make myself scarce.
But I didn't go far! Not sure whether I was doing the right thing, I slipped into the dining room and stood out of sight of the kitchen beside the serving hutch.
I could hear the two women crying for some time and then Emily said that they had better get on with the children's meal. For a long time they got on with the business of cooking and catching up with - well, mainly - Stella's life. Emily asked about her husband the children.
I waited impatiently; eventually I knew they would get around to the subject I wanted to know about. Stella teased out of Emily that there had been no men in her life since the divorce, which I was pleased about. But Emily said she was never going to trust men again. Which I wasn't pleased to hear, but it was only to be expected.
"What about Tony, Emily?"
"He's the father of my child, but I can't trust him any more than I can any other man."
"You know he loves you."
"No, I don't think so. I doubt he ever did love me. He loves his pride. He loved having me hanging on his arm, when I was beautiful. But all I was to him was a piece of window dressing that he threw away when he thought it was stained."
"No, you're wrong. Tony has been an extremely eligible bachelor since - well, for some time now. He's had some very impressive and wealthy women make a play for him over the years. If it was a trophy wife Tony was after, he could have chosen from the best, but he's shown no interest in any woman to my knowledge."
"You don't see everything, Stella."
"Emily, I know your husband maybe better than you did yourself before... Anyway the reason he took everything the way he did was because he loved you so much. He couldn't believe that tape when he first saw it. Emily, if those windows hadn't had those safety locks on them he would have been splattered all over the street that day. I had to call security to stop him doing it, you know."
"I never knew that he...."
"Not something that he was very proud of. I think there's only me and a couple of the security staff who do know. But I can assure you, if he could have got that window open you'd be a widow now, not a divorcee."
There was silence for a few minutes, except the sounds of the meal being prepared.
"Emily, please don't tell Tony I told you that. He'll kill me if he finds out I did!"
"No, no, I won't say anything to him. But it's such a shock to hear it. Tony's so... so in control of his emotions."
"Not when you're concerned, Emily. He never has been. Why do you think he pushed you so far away? Didn't you understand why he wasn't ever at those visits you had with Bridget?"
"No, I thought he hated me and making me visit Bridget at his brother's house was just... oh, I don't know... I thought he wanted to make me travel all that way just because he could."
"No, it was because he couldn't bear to see you. His heart was broken."
I could hear both women sobbing again, but they had to get themselves under control when the children came inside demanding to be fed. Stella called out to me as I slipped through the connecting door into the lounge. I couldn't afford to be caught eavesdropping.
Stella's husband turned up just as we were sitting down to eat. I have never been able to work out how he manages to do that. Stella and he must have a built in telegraph.
He was introduced to Emily and knowing what had gone on, he acted as if her being there was nothing out of the ordinary. After we had eaten Stella and her family went home, somewhat earlier than they normally did and somewhat to the consternation of the children.
Once they had gone Bridget retreated to her room to do her homework. Emily went up with her for a while but then came back down saying that she had been dismissed until Bridget had completed her school tasks.
"She takes after her father," Emily said as she entered the lounge. "She gets on with the job and doesn't want any distractions."
"Well, the sooner she has it finished the sooner she can come down again," I replied.
"That's what she said," Emily commented. "It could have been you talking."
Emily then asked if she could use the phone. I told her she didn't have to ask. It was her phone as far as I was concerned. She chose to use the handset in the kitchen. When she came back she told me that she wasn't on duty at the café that evening, but she'd called her employer and told him she wouldn't be in for the next few nights either.
I'd like to be able to say that life at home dropped back into the normal happy home we'd all like to have, but it didn't. Under the circumstances it wasn't surprising. The following day Stella turned up to take Bridget to school rather early. I was surprised as it was really my turn. But Stella told me she wasn't going to be in the office that day, because Emily and she had something on.
Then just before the two women left with the children, Stella pulled me to one side and demanded, "Credit card please?" Oh, this wasn't so unusual. When Bridget needed new clothes or anything, Stella would make the same demand. How do these guys get on who don't have good secretaries?
I kind of kicked around the offices that day and made a nuisance of myself. Well, I couldn't get my head around much in the way of work. Anyway, without Stella around, I had little in the way of a program for the day. Oh, yeah I had a couple of appointments in the diary but really I wasted a day.
I called Inspector Morris -- again. I bet he was getting fed up with me calling - he said he had no news, but he did ask me to bring Emily into the station the following morning.
That afternoon when I got home - I'd knocked off early - I got the surprise of my life. A complete stranger was coming out of the house with Stella on their way to collect Bridget from school.
Emily's hair looked like it had cost a fortune - which it probably had - and she was dressed in a dress that had definitely made a hole in my credit limit. Not that I objected.
"Are you coming?" Stella asked.
"Don't see why not," I replied.
"Right. We'll all go in your car, since it's bigger," Stella said, opening the front passenger door.
Emily went to reach for the backdoor handle.
"No, Emily, you sit in the front with your husband; I'll ride in the back."
Emily did as she was told. Whether the husband comment had hit home or not, she didn't apparently react.
The evening, up to a point, was a repeat of the day before. But this time when Bridget went up to do her homework Emily remained in the lounge with me.
"Your hair looks nice." I tentatively offered to Emily expecting a sarcastic reply.
"Thank you." She smiled back at me.
"And you looked wonderful in that dress." I almost said beautiful but chickened out.
"I should do; this dress has cost you a fortune."
Still no sign of any attack from Emily, I decided to push my luck.
"It doesn't mater how much it cost. If it wasn't on a beautiful woman it would look like a rag."
Okay I'm not a bleeding poet; I was doing the best I could.
"What are you after, Tony?"
"Nothing. I'm just trying to tell you, you're as beautiful as you ever were."
"Tony, you make a god awful liar; you always have. Now don't I remember you saying that to me once?"
"Emily, I...."
"Emily nothing. Just get it through your thick head I'm here for one reason. My daughter! I'll be civil to you. Damn it, I'm quite happy to spend all your money for you, if you'll let me. But don't ever think you are going to mean anything to me again. And it'll be a bloody cold day in hell, before I ever get back into bed with you, if that's what you're thinking."
I was still trying to think of what to say to her as she closed the door.
End of Chapter Three...
*
Please note
I'll repeat what I said in the forward to the first part of this story the chapters will be submitted at seven-day intervals or as close as circumstances will allow. I've been asked why I'm doing it this way and the answer is "because I wish too". Damn it, some stories are posted with months between the posted chapters, why should anyone get out of their pram because I'm leaving seven-days between each chapter of this one. No one is twisting your arm and insisting you read it.
Yeah, I'm just about as pissed off as Emily is!
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Chapter Four
Life around my - our - house was a little strange for the next few weeks. Bridget seemed to take the weird situation in her stride. And Emily? Well, Emily took every opportunity she could to rub my nose in it. She was polite and even pleasant some of the time. She - once having replenished her wardrobe at my expense - dressed to kill most of the time. There wasn't a day that, when I came home from work, I didn't have to take a deep breath when I saw her.
I brought her a car as quickly as I could and organised credit cards and things for her. We even went out to dinner together a couple of times in the first week. Afterwards I realised that that could have been a mistake. It could be that I was trying too hard. So when we went out after that I made sure that we were always in company or had Bridget with us.
It was those little digs that got to me more than anything else did. "Have you put a limit on this card? Are you sure you can trust me not to spend too much?" Emily asked when I gave her credit cards to her.
The coldest reaction I got was when her BMW was delivered. The damned delivery guy, whilst familiarising Emily with the car, explained about the tracker anti-theft system. These systems had only just come onto the market and very few people had even heard of them at the time. Emily completely misinterpreted what the system was all about and thought that it was a way of me keeping track of her movements.
Luckily I was away at a business meeting that evening. Bridget, Stella and her husband explained that the system was all about the police recovering the car quickly if it was stolen.
Emily apologised for the cryptic and somewhat interesting phone call I'd received from her at the office that day. I knew Emily was no stranger to strong language, but I don't think I've ever heard that many blasphemies strung together in one sentence before. Actually she kissed me - on the cheek - when I got home the following morning and told me how much she loved the car.
+++++++++++++++++++++
"Well, I think we've found our mole, or at least the man who sent that second video tape to you," Inspector Morris said as I entered his office.
"The only problem is he isn't going to be much assistance to us; he's left the country again."
From elation at the inspector's first greeting, I felt suddenly deflated. Inspector Morris went on to explain that they'd managed to track down the taxi driver who had delivered the tape. He'd been on the rank near the railway station waiting for the late night train bringing revellers back from the city centre when the man had approached him and paid him to deliver the package to my office building. He went on to explain.
"With the taxi driver's description, it didn't take us long to find out what hotel the guy had been staying in. He was calling himself John Carter - by the way, that's an alias. His real name is Peter Garfield."
I gave a start.
"I thought that would pique your interest. He's the nephew of Phillip Garfield who was one of the five men that Emily had identified as being in that office that day. It appears that Phillip Garfield is in hospital and from what I've been able to ascertain is shortly about to be meeting his maker. Peter Garfield flew in from Ireland a couple of days before that tape was sent to you. We've managed to find out that he went to visit his uncle in the hospital and then the same evening he sent that tape to you. The following day he flew back to Ireland."
"Are you going to question Phillip Garfield?"
"We can't. I'm afraid he's in a comma following a heart attack and the doctors don't hold out much hope for his recovery. Look, we are keeping a low profile. We don't really want the others to know that we are back on their case."
"What about this Peter Garfield? Are you going to question him?"
"Eventually I think, but not for the time being. In the mean time we've been looking very closely at the other four men. They're a strange bunch, all of them so called entrepreneurs and very rich. These guys seem to play at being businessmen more than anything else. I doubt that you will know that they had all sold their holdings in the company Emily worked for within a year of that first tape showing up."
"No. Why do you think they did that?"
"I should imagine that the debacle with Emily put the fear of God in them, so they distanced themselves as much as they could. Anyway less than two years later, the company went into receivership; I've gotten in touch with the fraud boys over that and a couple of my friends over there are nosing around. We can't do anything too high profile at the moment. Slowly, slowly catchy monkey with those sorts."
"I can't understand why you aren't going to question this Peter Garfield about the tape. Surely he must know something?" I asked.
"Because the other four spend most of their time out of the country nowadays. They meet up every couple of months or so at a hotel that Peter Garfield owns in Ireland. If we speak to him, then it might tip-off the others that the fraud squad and I are looking into their affairs. Look, apparently my colleagues in the fraud squad have been interested in these guys for some time now and I'm afraid the fraud squad take priority in this. As far as they are concerned Emily is just a side show."
"Well, she's not a side show to me!"
"I realise that and so do my colleagues. Don't get me wrong. They are just as interested in what happened to Emily and you. If she wouldn't mind, they would like to speak to Emily as well. It's one thing that ties all the five of them together. I believe the fraud boys will want to arrest all five – well, four - conspirators at the same time. So they are looking harder at things than I can. If they can, they will build a case that involves all of them. The fraud boys are playing their cards quite close to their chest so I don't know how big this really is."
The inspector went on to tell me that his enquiries Stateside had not exactly turned up trumps, but a couple of his FBI contacts had shown a lot of interest in the yacht the five had been on or rather the yacht's owner at the time. As far as he could make out the guy who owned it wasn't a known criminal, but he wasn't exactly kosher either. He was one of those guys that the FBI were sure was up to something. They just couldn't figure out what. Apparently the IRS, the American income tax people, were also interested in him.
A couple of days later, some officers from the fraud squad were leaving the house when I arrived home with Bridget. Emily told me they had just run over the whole thing again with her and asked her what she remembered about the goings on in the company when she had worked there. But as it was many years ago Emily couldn't remember much that she thought they would be interested in. They showed her lots of pictures of people but she only found a couple who were vaguely familiar.
++++++++++++++++++++
Another month or so passed and to me it appeared that nothing was happening where the police were concerned. So I decided to take things into my own hands, as far as I could.
I'd made a good few friends in the city and I started asking questions, as subtly as I could. I was to learn that the five men were a strange bunch. They were known to have control of vast sums of money, which they invested all over the place, sometimes taking over companies whose stock had the unenviable habit of rising once they bought in and falling rapidly once they had sold out again. But whether that was by luck or for some other reason, no one would speculate.
I then resorted to a private detective, but he only stayed on the case long enough to tell me the Fraud squad had warned him off. Apparently they soon heard that he was sniffing around. Thinking about things I decided that I needed a different kind of assistance with my investigations and asked the detective to research some other people for me.
+++++++++++++++++++
At the same time as this was going on, Emily had started talking about gong back to work at the café. This I didn't want and I couldn't understand because she was quite capable of working in an office, somewhere that would have much more sociable hours. I spoke to my personnel department and they came up with a list of vacancies, but Emily would have none of that.
Eventually Stella put Emily in touch with an agency that she knew. All right, yes, that agency did supply a lot of staff to our company and we did lean on them to place Emily into certain temp jobs that were with folks who owed me favours. You've got to remember that Emily's confidence wasn't what it should have been and I was just trying to smooth the path. Eventually an old friend called me on the phone and told me Emily had accepted a permanent position with his company.
Make no mistake here, Emily had earned that offer off of her own back, but if she ever found out that I'd manipulated things the way I had I was pretty sure she'd have killed me. I know she was quite pleased to be in what she felt was satisfying employment again. And it did wonders for her self-esteem.
Stella and I had to be very careful not to let on that we knew she'd been offered the position when she told us about it that evening. My friend apparently did a good job of hiding the fact that he knew me as well. Just what was going to happen if and when we all met up socially God only knows; we'll have to play that by ear.
+++++++++++++++++++
One Friday evening found me entering the public bar of a small Public House in a not too affluent part of the city, not very far from the cafe where Emily had worked, called "The Royal Oak." As I entered I was immediately aware of the throng of Irish voices going quiet. You could have heard a pin drop as I ordered a pint from the barman. Then I turned and looked at the sea of faces watching me. Picking out the man I was looking for, I looked him in the eyes for a couple of seconds and then nodded towards an empty table in the corner of the room.
As he began to stand, I turned back to the barman who was waiting for me to pay him.
"And a refill for Pat as well please," I said to him.
That statement was like someone turning the volume back up and everyone in the place resumed their conversations. Taking the two pints, I went over to the table and sat down. Patrick sat down opposite me.
"Now what would a fine gentleman be wanting to talk to me about?" he asked.
"You know who I am?" I replied.
"You're Emily's husband. I saw you with her at the café."
"That's almost correct. I'm her ex-husband. But I'm trying to correct that little mistake."
"Sounds like a big mistake to me mister. Where would anyone find Emily now, do you know?"
"Yes, she's living at my house with our daughter. I'm trying to persuade her to forgive me for the wrongs I've done her."
"So where does a dumb Irishman come into your plans?"
"Well, Patrick - you don't mind me calling you Patrick, do you?"
"Most call me Pat, but it makes no difference to me."
"No, I know that isn't your real name," a slight change of expression came over the man's face. "Wow, don't panic, Pat. I don't care what you choose to call yourself; what I need is your help."
"And why should I help you?"
"Because you like Emily. I saw the way you looked at her in the café."
"She's a fine lady, much too good for the likes of me."
"Pat, if you don't mind I will not comment on that, as I'm trying to win her back myself. But I'm sure you know how to treat a lady."
"In my day I could woo them all off their feet. But how can I help you and why should I?"
I went on to tell Pat the complete story, after swearing him to secrecy that is. Then I told him what I was planning to do.
"You know they could send you down for a long time for this, don't you?"
"Does that mean you'll help me?"
"Well, with an accent like that, you can't go wandering around over there without standing out like a bloody sore thumb. I think if we do this right, people will think that's it's the boys or one of the breakaway groups. They'll do anything for money."
"That's what I was hoping."
"Give me a couple of days to find some more help. I know few boys who, for the right consideration, will most likely help us."
I gave Patrick one of a pair of new pay-as-you-go mobile phones that I'd managed to acquire which I'd registered to fictitious addresses. I thought we shouldn't make contact on any of my normal telephones. We were about to overstep the bounds of legality.
"Don't you be going saying too much over those things," Pat warned me. "You know, with all the troubles and that, there's folks who spend a lot of time listening in on them. Tea will mean the café, beer will mean here. You understand me."
I understood Pat completely. Just about anyone with an Irish accent at the time could be suspected of being a member of the IRA. There had been more than a few bomb attacks on the mainland.
"Yes, I think so."
"And it'll be a few days before I call you. I've got my own checking out to do before I can do anything. Goodnight to you, Mr E."
Pat got up and returned to his friends. Feeling very conspicuous as an Englishman sitting in an Irish bar, I finished my pint and left quite quickly.
I know that it was at short notice for Patrick and he obviously had to check me out. But the old Ford Transit pick-up wasn't the best vehicle for his guys to use to follow me. I can only assume that it was the best they had available at the time. I made sure they didn't lose me, as I needed Pat's help.
+++++++++++++++++++++
"You're late. Your dinner is ruined," Emily chided me when I got home that night. "Why didn't you call me to say you'd be late."
"Emily, I had some things to do and there weren't any telephones around. Look, I got some things on and I need you to not ask too many questions for a couple of weeks. I might have to go away at short notice. And ... Well, please just don't ask too many questions."
"Why? What are you up to?" Emily demanded.
We beat around the bush for sometime, before I gave up trying to keep it completely a secret from Emily that I was taking matters into my own hands.
"Lets just say I'm fed-up with waiting for Morris and his friends to sort those bugger out. I'm going to take some unilateral action."
"What are you going to do?"
"I told you please don't ask, Emily. The less you know the better. Now I'm going to get showered and changed."
That was the first day that Emily came into my bedroom. She stood outside the bathroom door and pestered me with questions about what I was up to, but I refused to answer her. After a while she gave up and left me to shower in peace.
When I got back down stairs again, I found Emily - now accompanied by Bridget, who had obviously finished her homework - cooking me a new evening meal.
"You couldn't eat the one I made earlier. It was burnt to a cinder," she said.
"Hmm," I thought to myself. "Is the ice maiden beginning to melt." Up to now it had been 'you're late and your dinner is ruined; that's your bloody problem.'
End of Part four.
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The Twenty-sixth
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You know, sometimes life can throw some real curve balls at you. Then you can finish up getting left to make choices that really you're not sure which way to go on. My problems started when I got talked into doing something really quite innocent, but which had consequences I never really expected. Before I knew it I found that I'd come to a point where I had to re-evaluate almost everything that had happened in my life before and make a serious decision about my future.
The decision that brought me to that particular point in my life came about a few months after the wedding of one of my friends. Well, to be honest, she had really started out as just another girl who worked in my office. I was never really sure why she had latched on to me in the first place, or even how it came about that we started going to lunch together. After all, I was nearly twenty years her senior.
Maybe she figured I was a safe bet, as I hadn't made a play for her when she started working in my department. Or maybe, as I was the boss and old enough to be her father the thought of me making a pass at her had never crossed her mind.
I think nearly all the other guys in the place - whether single or married - had had at least one try at chatting her up over the five years she'd been with the firm. And I've got to admit, she'd made a pretty good and sometimes very public, job of shooting them down. She didn't really need my help on that score.
I don't mind telling you Theresa or Terri as she was known in the office, was one hot looking young lady. You know, her body went in and out in all the right places and she wore clothes to show it off to its best advantage. And I am going to admit that I really did enjoy the looks I got when we went to the café or pub together for lunch.
I'm willing to bet that quite a lot of guys would get jealous when they saw her hanging on my arm. But I'll tell you now that the friendship between Terri and I was strictly platonic. She treated me more like a surrogate father than anything else, although I did get some nice kisses under the mistletoe at the firm's Christmas dos over the years and I do believe there were a few rumours flying around at times.
Whatever, I didn't really care; it kept the gold diggers at bay. I was one of the high earners in my company and before I retired it was rumoured I'd be in the running to be top dog.
Terri's own father had passed away whilst she was still at school and I soon found out she missed him a lot; it could be that's why she had chosen me as a mentor when she first joined the firm. From what I had learnt over the years, there didn't appear to be anyone else in the frame for that particular job and I assume Terri had decided I was the best candidate around.
As the years had passed, I'd come to know first Terri's mother Brenda, and then her boyfriend Kevin, who eventually became her fiancé, very well. Theresa's mother was about my age, extremely good looking, and with a very vivacious personality. Brenda, or Terri and her fiancé would quite often baby - or should I really say, child - sit my children for me when required.
Wow, wow, wow, now don't any of you go getting ideas about Theresa's mother and I. We had on occasions gone out for a meal or to see a show together, and she had been a wonderful help to me with the children. But there was definitely no chemistry there and we both knew it. We had a long and very personal conversation shortly after we first met, we had come to treat each other almost like brother and sister. Any affection that we felt for each other was strictly on those grounds. Funny really when guys asked Brenda out, they found themselves presented to me for my approval.
And if you must insist, I will admit that Brenda and I had shared a bed on occasions. We'd had some fun and kept each other satisfied, but that was as far as it went. I believe we'd successfully kept those liaisons a secret from Terri and my children though. We had no intention of showing any of the children that Brenda and I considered sex outside of wedlock acceptable behaviour.
Over the years Brenda and Terri had produced what appeared to me to be a never-ending line of women to whom they enthusiastically introduced me. I have never been able to understand why it is that women think all unmarried men need to be clapped back into irons. I was doing quite nicely, thank you, on my own. Well, with the kids around, that is!
Anyway eventually it came to the time when Terri had finally accepted Kevin's proposal and she decided was going to deign to walk down the aisle with him. Terri had that poor guy twisted around her finger. She asked me to have the honour of giving her away. She claimed that there was no one else she could ask to do the job and made it quite clear that there was no way I was going to get out of it. Ah, yeah, I think I was under her spell as well, almost as much as Kevin was. If only I'd been a few years younger!
In these modern times, I did suggest that Brenda could have done the job quite easily, but neither of the women thought that was a good idea. Probably for the best actually, because Terri's mother was in tears (of joy) for most of the ceremony and I had to almost carry her back up the aisle. I also had to support her (physically) during the photo call, and the receiving line at the reception. Well, she was losing her only child.
It also fell upon my shoulders to read Brenda's speech at the end of the meal, as she had to give up after about three or four attempts at starting it; she kept breaking down in tears. Terri's new husband, Kevin, had asked me to make a little speech also; he said that I was the nearest thing Theresa had to a father, so I did the best I could.
Whilst I read out Brenda's speech, I had been concentrating on reading it from the piece of paper she had handed me. But when it came time for me to have my little say, I was reciting from memory most of the time. Until that is, I saw 'her' sitting there at the back of the room!
I must have stopped speaking for a moment, because I suddenly became aware of the silence in the room and that everyone was looking at me expectantly. My mouth suddenly very dry, I fumbled around until I found where I thought I had broken off in my little diatribe; then I did as good a job as I could of reading the rest of it out. I think that the latter part of my little offering didn't go quite as well as the beginning.
The speeches over and the cake ceremonially cut, the tables were moved from the dance floor. As usual Terri and Kevin had the first waltz together and then Kevin's father came over and took Brenda's hand; I had been asked to do the honours with his wife Shirley.
We had only been on the dance floor for a couple of moments when she said, "Okay, Jack, who the hell is she?"
I think I should tell you, that I had gotten to know Shirley and Ken (Kevin's father) quite well in the weeks leading up to the wedding. Besides that we'd met many times during the previous few years, whilst Kevin and Theresa were courting. I think I can refer to them as good friends. But I'll add that I'm a fairly private person, and I rarely talk about my past with anyone.
"Pardon, Shirley, what do you mean?"
"Come off it, Jack. You saw someone out there and it knocked the stuffing out of you. You struggled through the rest of that speech. Come on, tell me who could have had that effect on the Rock?"
"Sorry, the Rock?"
"Jack, you're a Rock. Just what Brenda and Terri would have done over the last few years without you around, I don't know. Now I know they've introduced you to every available female within a hundred miles. But from what they tell me, you have never been in the slightest bit interested. Then quite suddenly you saw someone out there in this room this afternoon and you went completely to pieces. Now come on tell me who she is?"
"Okay, you've got me. If you insist on knowing, it's my ex-wife."
"Oh, my, and you didn't know she was coming?"
"I haven't seen her since the divorce ten years ago."
"Doesn't she ever come to see the children?"
"Oh, blimey, Shirley, they aren't Claire's children! They aren't even mine really; they're my brother's."
"Oh, I'm sorry, I didn't know. So that would explain why they call you Jack; I had always thought that was a bit strange. You know, a disrespectful way of them addressing their father."
"My brother and his wife were killed in a skiing accident; an avalanche in Alps eight years ago now. I took the children in; there was no one else. Probably the best thing I've ever done in my life, for them and myself. The children called me Uncle Jack for a long while, but it's a mouthful so we dropped the uncle bit sometime back. You know in the last few years some of the time they call me dad. Makes me feel kind of good and sad at the same time."
"Hmm, so the iron man isn't quite the tough guy he makes myself out to be?"
"You've lost me, Shirley?"
"Well, you put on this air of being strong and independent. I'd always thought that you were a widower left with the onerous task of bringing up three children on your own. Which you are making a really good job of, by the way."
"Thanks."
"I had thought that you couldn't bear the idea of anyone replacing your wife, and that was why Brenda's matchmaking plans have never worked. But it turns out you'd chosen to take your brother's children in. And you are still very much in love with your wife."
"Still in love with my wife? You've got to be joking. Where'd you get that idea from?"
"Oh, come off it, Jack. If I'd walked over there and hit you on the head with a bloody frying pan, you wouldn't have been more gob-smacked than you were when you clapped eyes on her. You almost lost it completely; I wasn't the only one who was looking to see who'd had that effect on you, you know. We almost saw the Iron man melt in front of our eyes."
"It was just the shock of seeing her here, Shirley, that's all."
"You believe what you will, Jack. I know what I saw in your face."
The dance came to and end but, before I could get off the dance floor, Terri grabbed me and dragged me back out there again.
"Okay, what was all that about?"
"Don't you start. I've had Shirley giving me the third degree."
"I want an answer, Dad."
"Dad?"
"You are today whether you like it or not. Now tell me what's going on?"
"My ex-wife is here."
I didn't think Terri's eyes could get much bigger. But they did.
"Oh, shit! Who is she? Where is she?" Terri demanded, at the same time as she twisted and turned trying to look at everybody in the place at once.
"Terri! Terri!" I said to get her attention, not that it did much good. "If you say I'm your father tonight, then leave it. Claire and I broke up a very long time ago. My reaction when I spotted her was just because I hadn't seen her in a very long time. It took me completely by surprise, that's all."
"Ooh, I see her! She's the beautiful blond sitting at that corner table," Terri said, completely ignoring what I'd just said to her.
"How do you work that one out?"
"I'm right, aren't I?"
"I think possibly you are." I was trying 'not' to look in the same direction as Terri. "But how do you know?"
"She's watching us and trying to pretend she isn't. Oh, and she's got that same look in her eyes as you had in yours, when you first saw her. Are you going to ask her to dance?"
"I very much doubt it, no. We weren't exactly the best of friends when our marriage broke up, you know."
"Tell me what happened?"
"Terri, this is neither the time nor the place. Now please drop the subject of Claire."
"Okay, Dad, if you insist; but you can be a real spoil-sport sometimes, you know," Terri said, but somehow her tone told me she was far from dropping the subject completely.
I was glad when that dance ended. But as we arrived back at our table, I became acutely aware that all the conversations that had been going on around it as we approached abruptly stopped. I noticed Terri make a sly gesture to Brenda who, I think, had been talking with Shirley as we had approached. Then Brenda and Terri headed for the female strategic planning and information dissemination centre together. That's ladies powder room for those of you who haven't been initiated into the inner workings of the female mind. The place where all women retreat when they are planning something they shouldn't be.
They hadn't been gone for more than a couple minutes before Shirley, along with my eldest daughter, Angela, got up and followed suit. I realised that I had to put a stop to this before things got completely out of hand; so I got up as well and followed after them.
I was standing in the lobby when all four girls finally came out of the powder room together, still in excited conversation. On becoming aware of my presence, they stopped and went silent; all of them had looks on their faces as if they'd just been caught with their hands in the cookie jar. I could guess but I hadn't actually heard what they had been talking about inside, although they didn't know that.
"Okay, girls, this has got to stop before it starts; now here's how it's going to work," I said, trying to get into control of the situation. "So now you're all aware that my ex-wife is here. Well, for your information, when Claire and I parted, we weren't on what you could call very friendly terms with each other. We had loved each other once, but that all kind of fell apart over the years. Don't ask me how or why, I don't know, but that's how life goes sometimes. Now I know that Brenda here has been trying to play cupid since the day I met her. But you are all barking completely up the wrong tree on this one."
Brenda went to say something, but I put my hand up to silence her and spoke on.
"There is no way in the world that Claire and I could ever get back together again and that's the end of it. So, Brenda, let's have none of your silly little games this evening, shall we?"
"Why? Did one of you partake in extra marital activities or something?" Brenda demanded.
You might think it surprising that I didn't take umbrage at either Brenda's nosiness or the straightforward approach she took when asking her questions. But Brenda and I had developed an extremely close friendship as I have already said. We'd learnt to lean on each other as a man and wife would usually do and just about nothing was a taboo subject for us to talk about.
However the subject of Claire was an extremely sore point with me, and one I had managed to avoid talking about, even to Brenda. So a think my voice was a little sharp when I replied and probably said more than I would normally do, considering the company we were in.
"No, we did not! We fought with each other like cat and bloody dog, over nothing. We just fell out of love with each other, that's all. It's just something that happens sometimes; our life together turned into a bloody nightmare, not far short of World War Three. The best thing that we ever did for each other was to walk away from that marriage. Now I'm asking you please, stay out of it, all of you?"
Having said that, I turned on my heel and returned to the function room before any of them could speak. Four rather quiet and somewhat sheepish looking women followed me. I was at the time satisfied that Claire's presence would soon be forgotten. But I was wrong on that score, although I'll admit I didn't become aware of any more conspiring amongst the four girls.
It was probably half an hour or so later that I spotted first Kevin, and then his father-in-law Ken, dancing with Claire. Both of them to my mind made a point of sweeping Claire past our table. Claire however averted her eyes as she passed me. How do I know? Because I was bloody well watching her pass; in the same position, you'd have done the same damn thing.
I looked daggers at the girls, who all shrugged their shoulders back at me and denied all knowledge. Then all four of them made a strategic withdrawal onto the dance floor together.
Obviously things were getting out of hand. So I thought my only option was take the bull by the horns and get back into control of the situation, even if it did call for some rather drastic and unexpected action on my behalf. As the next waltz started, I walked down the room to the table that Claire was sitting at.
"May I have the honour, my lady?" I asked, holding out my hand and bowing.
Claire smiled up at me and taking the offered hand replied. "Thank you, fine sir, I'd be delighted." Then I led her onto the dance floor.
"This is a surprise. I didn't think you'd ask me to dance," she said as she settled in my arms.
"We've been divorced a long time, Claire. Surely the war is over and we can be civil to one another, if not friends."
"Friends, I hope," she replied.
"You're looking well," I said, trying to make innocuous small talk. I figured that once the girls saw that Claire and I could be together without swooning over each other then they'd let things alone.
"Thank you, so are you."
"I was quite surprised to see you here."
"So I gathered. I'm sorry, Jack. I should have made sure you saw me earlier, but I stupidly did the opposite thing and tried to stay out of your sight. I even dodged the receiving line. On reflection, that could have been a mistake.
"No real harm done. Other than some slight embarrassment on my part and a near heart attack."
"Honestly, Jack, I wouldn't have come if I'd known you were going to be here."
"Hmm, how should I take that?"
"I mean, I didn't intend to embarrass you and your wife."
"Wife? What bleeding wife are you talking about? Why does everyone want to get me married off all the time?"
"I'm sorry, I just assumed. I did hear the bride call you dad. Aren't you married to her mother?"
"Good God, no, Claire. Terri works with me, I've just got very friendly with her family and she looks on me as kind of a father figure. She calls me dad sometimes, just to wind me up. I can't really get angry with her; both her and her family have helped me a lot with the children. You know, baby sitting and the like."
"Children! You've got children! So you did get married again?" Claire said, with that very familiar hard edge to her voice, that instantly brought back unpleasant memories.
It suddenly occurred to me that Claire knew nothing about my brother and his wife's death, or about my having adopted their children. But then why should she know? It all happened some years after we'd separated and we did live in different towns almost a hundred miles apart. The way we'd felt about each other when we had divorced, l hadn't bothered to keep tabs on her so I very much doubted that she had kept tabs on me either.
"No, Claire, I didn't get married again. I might have made a fool of myself once. But you know the old proverb, once bitten twice shy. Brian and Marie were killed in an accident some years ago. So I've adopted their children."
Claire's face at first showed a little confusion as I spoke, and then maybe a little annoyance at my little dig at her, finally taking on a look of concern when she came to understand the situation.



"Oh, my god, I'm sorry, Jack. The poor little mites. What happened to Brian and Marie?"
"An avalanche in the Alps."
"Oh, Jack, I am sorry. Brian was the last of your family, wasn't he?"
"I've still got the children."
"Yes, that's one good thing. I suppose they must have been some consolation to you. Are they here? Oh, god, now that's a silly question for me to ask, of course they are. Now I think about it; I've seen them, haven't I? The two girls are bride's maids and I'll bet that handsome young usher at the church was Graham. I thought he looked familiar when he showed us to our seats. They were so young when I last saw them I didn't recognise them immediately. It must have been the family likeness that made me notice them."
"Yeah, most folks think I'm their real father."
"In a strange way, you're lucky, Jack. Do you think it would have been different for us? You know, if we'd had children together?"
"Shall we stay out of uncharted waters, Claire? Now you've got some idea of what I've been up to. How have you been getting along since...?
"Don't ask, Jack. Not too good, I'm afraid. I tried the dating game for a while and met a couple of nice guys. Both of whom turned out to be married so that was the end of them. What others there were, were only after one thing and I made damn sure they weren't going to get it from me.
"There was one guy who I could have really fallen for, but he was arrested for fraud. Luckily before I lent him any money. That turned out to be his modus operandi; he'd meet a widow or divorcee, flatter her silly and ask her to marry him. Then he'd borrow or steal as much cash from her as he could and follow that up with a moonlight flit.
"Anyway I've sworn off men now. It looks like I'm not very good at picking them."
"Oh, um, your not still with Viv, are...?"
"No, I'm bloody not! How could you infer such a thing, Jack? Vivian got married and moved out of town about a year or so after our divorce. I've hardly seen her since." I sensed Claire was angry with me but she was doing a pretty good job of controlling her feelings.
Ah now, you won't know about Vivian; I'd better tell you. Vivian had been Claire's closest friend and confidant in the latter years of our marriage; whilst, that is, Claire and I were in open warfare. In the heat of battle, I'd hinted quite often that there was something funny about the two women's close relationship. Yeah, you get the idea - not very nice of me, but all's fair in love and war.
It was nonsense, of course. If Claire had only known about the times when we'd first met her that Vivian - who was divorced, by the way - had made several passes at me. Christ, just after the divorce was finale, the bloody woman even rang me up one evening and invited me to join her in bed at a local hotel, although I never did tell Claire about any of that, not that she would have believed me anyway. Oh, and no, I didn't!
No, the digs and not so subtle hints I had made about Claire and Vivian's friendship were all part of the on-going battle between Claire and I. I suppose the inference I'd just made was the fallout from the old war. You know, old habits die-hard.
"I wasn't inferring anything, Claire. I was just asking."
"Come on, Jack, you know me better than that. No, I've just given up looking for someone to spend the rest of my life with." I sensed Claire trying to get her emotions back under control and remain civil. "If a man turns up in the future, then so be it. But I'm not actively looking for anyone anymore. And what about you, how's your love life been going?"
"Not a subject I like to talk about Claire. Not that I've had much time left to chase after women in the last few years. What with looking after the children and holding down a job at the same time."
Claire looked thoughtful for a few seconds. "Would you mind if...? What I wanted to ask you was, may I meet the children, Jack?"
"Of course you can. After all, you are kind of related to them."
"I suppose I am when it comes down to basics. Am I still their Auntie even if we are divorced?"
"I haven't got the faintest idea, girl, but I can't see why not. Whatever you're their godparent anyway. Come on, I'm sure they'd love to meet you again."
"Hmm, not a very good godparent, am I? Do you think they will remember me? They were all quite young when we...."
"I'm sure they will, Claire; they've seen you enough in Brian's old cine-films."
The tune ended -- well, it could have been the second tune, I have no real idea exactly how long Claire and I had been dancing and talking. Then I led Claire over to the table where just about all of what remained of my family and my closest friends were sitting.
My oldest daughter, Angela, jumped up as we approached and threw her arms around Claire. She had obviously remembered her. I didn't get a chance to make any formal introductions, as Kylie and Graham quickly followed suit. Although I'm not sure the younger two, besides having seen her in those films, would have remembered Claire from when we were married.
Kevin came over and collared me for something. When I got back to the table, I found Claire and Brenda in deep conversation. When Brenda saw me approaching, she smiled and, rising from her seat, dragged me back out onto the dance floor.
"My god, Jack, how did you let her get away?"
"Wow, Brenda, don't let looks fool you. I told you, Claire and I were at war for the last few years of our marriage. We couldn't stand the sight of one another by the time it ended. You know sometimes love is not enough."
"And the reason you were fighting?"
"Buggered if I know, Bren. We just rubbed each other up the wrong way, I suppose. We forgot that marriage takes a little work. You know what I mean."
"No, I don't! Are you telling me something was missing from your lives."
"I suppose it was, but I've no idea what."
"Children?"
"Ah, sore point there. Oh, Christ, Brenda, don't mention children to Claire. She's not infertile but she's got a problem, you know. She can't carry an embryo successfully. God knows we tried enough times. Try to make sure no one else talks about babies either; Claire can get quite upset by the subject."
"Jesus Christ, Jack, I thought you had some brains in your head, but sometimes you can be a real idiot!"
"Do what?"
"Children, Jack, the moment I asked why you never had any. You tell me not to mention children to Claire. That means you are aware that she was upset about not being able to have any."
"Of course I was aware. Once we discovered Claire had a problem we never discussed children again. God, I bent over backwards not to upset her with the subject. I did everything I could to make sure the subject of children wasn't brought up when she was around. Damn it we rarely visited my brother and steered clear of my folks whenever I thought Brian and the kids would be there. Christmas, Christenings and things were bloody murder.
"And you still don't understand why your marriage failed."
"No!"
"Look over there?" Brenda said, as she swung us around so that I could see our table. "Look at Claire with the children, you fool. That's what I'll bet went wrong between you two. She's a lovely person and a natural mother if ever I saw one. Just like you're a natural father. Remember how the children accepted you in place of their parents and now look at how they are enthralled with Claire. I think Claire thought she was letting you down by not being able to give you the children that you desired. And it could be that you showed some resentment to her also."
"Hold on there, Brenda. You've only just met Claire, you don't know anything about her or our marriage and what went wrong with it."
"I'm a pretty good judge of people, Jack. No one pulls the wool over my eyes. Not even you!"
"Now don't you go getting any of your ideas, Brenda. Claire and I divorced a long time ago. We are two different people now."
"All right, Jack, if you insist, I'll hold my peace. But I can see when two people are made for each other. Even it they can't!"
"The tune ended, but before I had returned to my seat, Angela came up and wanted to dance with me. Angela is my second favourite dance partner. I'd originally learnt ballroom dancing with Claire, but I'd hardly danced at all, after we'd divorced. When Angela had taken up dance classes, she'd wanted her brother to go with her as her partner. Young Graham however refused; he didn't want to lose face with his friends by going to a dancing school with his sister. So that honoured duty fell on my shoulders, and together Angela and I had become pretty good on the old dance floor.
As we danced Angela talked about Claire, as I had surmised she would. But she never made any hints about Claire and I getting together. Looking back now I realise that Angela was the crafty little monkey. I imagine her mind was working the same way as Brenda's, but with a little bit more subtlety.
Let's just say that I was well aware that the terrible three - Theresa, Brenda and Angela - along with help and encouragement from my younger daughter, Kylie, had been trying to get me married off for some time by then. Claire must have looked like a godsend to them.
Why is it that women can't know an unattached guy and not try to either seduce the poor bugger, or marry him off to one of their friends? Or any eligible unmarried female they happen to come across.
Anyway as I said, Angela is a wily little character. Besides saying that she liked Claire and that she wondered why we had separated, she steered clear of the subject. She made no subtle hints about us getting back together. By the time we returned to our table Claire was in the process taking her leave to return to the friends she'd come with.
For those interested, Claire had come to the wedding with one of Kevin's aunts who did not wish to make the hundred-mile drive alone, her husband being out of the country on business that weekend.
As Claire was leaving our table, I decided it wouldn't hurt to have one more dance with her, we'd always liked dancing together, right up to the end. Then I led her back to her friend's table. About an hour later, the group that Claire was with left. Shortly after, Terri and Kevin had made they're ceremonial departure for their honeymoon.
Well, that's what everyone thought. Actually Terri and Kevin had gone to a hotel out on the edge of town for the night. I'd rented the bridal suite for them for their first 'official' night together. The following day I was due to drive them to the airport. But Brenda and I were the only people who knew that.
++++++
I was surprised that over the next few weeks, none of the women in my life mentioned Claire at all. This at first worried me; I don't know why, but it did. I had figured they were thinking along the lines 'he loved her once, perhaps he will fall in love and marry her again.'
After some time I decided I was wrong on that score. I began to think perhaps they realised that loving someone isn't all it takes to make a good marriage. You do have to be able to live with them as well; Claire and I had proved that was the one thing we couldn't do.
However meeting Claire again had brought back the memories of the good times that we'd shared together. And I think those first six years we were married... no, nine, or was it ten years... that we'd known each other, we had some really good times together.
I remembered our first date together. Well, no, that isn't really correct either; it was half of a date actually. I was going with a girl at the time. Oh, god, what was her name? Never mind it's not important. Anyway she asked me to find a date for an old family friend of hers who was coming to stay with her family for a few days.
I conned a pal of mine into coming along. The guy owed me a favour so reluctantly he agreed to come along. We picked the girls up in my friend's father's car and took them to a local nightspot. Nothing special but they had live music there. Claire was very quiet and my friend didn't hit it off with her too well. Actually he spent more time dancing with my date. It was when I was returning from the gents that I caught sight of them smooching away in a dark corner together.
At first I wasn't sure what to do. Punching the guy on the nose sounded like a good option. But I doubted that would it achieve very much except get me banned from the pub. I can't say I was madly in love with the girl... well, that must be obvious, because I can't even remember her bleeding name now.
So I thought to myself, 'Okay, man, you've nicked my date then I'll nick yours,' and I asked Claire to dance with me.
I think for the first time that evening, I saw a proper smile come on Claire's face and it was then that I began to realise just what my so called friend had passed over. Claire was a very pretty girl especially when she was smiling. When the next really slow number started, she moved in real close and, oh, boy, that's when I knew just who had gotten the best cut of the deck.
Claire and I didn't bother to return to the table. After collect her handbag, we left the pub and went for a walk down by the river. By the end of the walk, which I suppose I should add lasted until about two in the morning, I think I knew everything I needed to know abut Claire and she knew my life's history. You know, I still dream about that evening walking along by the river with her.
When we finally got back to the girl's house, I'd arranged to meet Claire again the following evening. Claire was to tell me later that the other girl wasn't impressed with the outcome of that evening. Apparently my so-called mate had borrowed some money off of her to put petrol in the car and had then not even bothered to take her phone number. So we all doubted she'd ever see that cash back. Ah, well, that was her problem. She'd made her own decisions the night before.
Anyway the following evening Claire came back to my place, where she met my parents and Brian. I know, a strange thing to do on your second date, but that's what we did anyway. Claire was a hit with my family straight away and she appeared to like them.
The following day Claire went back to her own home. From then on our courtship was a long distance one, because Claire, as I said, lived in another town. We did manage to see each other most weekends. Either I went up there to stay with her folks, or she came and stayed at my house.
Four months into our relationship, Claire and I first made love. Well, to us it was making love, but it was the first time experience for both of us. Not strictly true, since I'd managed to screw a couple of the local bike's before that evening. But whilst those occasions had been satisfying for me at the time, neither had been a memorable or noteworthy experience that could ever have been described as making love. However things didn't go quite as well as Claire and I would have liked either.
My parents were away that weekend and Brian was out with his fiancée on the Saturday evening. There was no discussion between Claire and myself about us going out that evening as well. I think we both knew what the evening held for us that night and wanted it to happen.
But as I say, it was not the magical experience that we had both envisaged. Although we did actually do the deed three times that night and we were, up to a point, satisfied with the results, but things could have gone better.
Why three times? Well, there were three rubbers in the pack. Rubbers, not the most erotic things that you can come across and they kind of destroy the romantic atmosphere somewhat, don't they?
I will say that we were quick learners though. I think both of us did some really hard reading over the next few weeks, even exchanging the books we had each managed to find. You know finding good books on how to make love successfully weren't all that easy to come by, back in those days. Quite a lot of what the books we found were complete rubbish really, but I think they got our minds working the right direction. After some discussion though there were things we decided we'd leave trying until after we were married.
Anyway we talked a lot about sex when we were together and learnt what each of us liked when we had the opportunity. That was the important thing. We had more chances to get together once my brother Brian had got married. There was no way that my parents or Claire's were going to let us share a bed together. So before Brian got married, I'd give up my bed to Claire and sleep in the lounge. Once Brian had left home, Claire started using his old bedroom and from then on it was a tiptoed creep across the hallway, once the parents were asleep. We did have to keep the noise down though.
After a time Claire went on the pill and that saved us all the problems with what to do with the used condoms. You know the pills back in those days were a lot stronger than they are nowadays. A few years ago I heard somewhere that they had some unexpected side effects for a few women. I've often wondered if they were the cause of Claire's problems, but I suppose I'll never know the answer to that one.
The company that I worked for also had offices in the town where Claire lived. It was about three years after I met Claire that a good position became vacant there; I took the opportunity of a transfer and promotion. Work-wise it was the best move I'd ever made. The company had been having trouble finding the right candidate to fill the position. I didn't really have the right qualifications for the job, but I did have the experience in the office that I worked in and with the way the company did things.
You might say I landed right on my feet, the youngest department manager in the firm. From that move on, I've always been ahead in the game, when it came to the promotion ladder.
Claire and I married a month or so after I took up my new position. Hey, my relocation allowance had helped us buy our first house. Well, it made our mortgage a little smaller than it would have been. All right, the house needed a hell of a lot of modernisation, but Claire and I got stuck in and did as much as possible ourselves. Because of that fact, Claire stayed on the pill and thought of children went on the back burner.
Three years later we upgraded to a much newer and larger house. That left us with a larger mortgage though, so Claire had to stay in work for us to afford the payments; so children were still off the agenda. Our sex life had taken off in a big way though. You say it and we tried it and if we liked it we did it often. I don't recall very many things that we didn't like.
Outside work we'd - or rather, I'd - taken up horse riding; Claire was a proficient rider already. It is a hobby that I have continued to enjoy to this day. Ballroom dancing was another pastime we took up together and we were not far short of competition standard before we... well, when the shit finally hit the fan, to be precise.
We'd been married five years when I got another promotion and one hell of a pay rise; money was suddenly no longer a problem in our lives. So we decided the time had come to put children back into the master plan.
Claire came off the pill and we started the routine for getting her pregnant. Right from the beginning we watched her cycle dates very carefully and banged away like a pair of rabbits at what we calculated was the right time of the month. Yeah, we tried all the tricks you hear about. Claire did everything but stand on her head to make sure my little soldiers found their way in the right direction.
After a year we began to think something wasn't right. Claire just didn't fall pregnant. We had the tests done and at first they showed no problem. Actually my sperm count was very high. But after further tests carried out over the next year or so, we were given the bad news about Claire. They was nothing wrong with the eggs that she produced, but there was something about her womb that meant it was doubtful the embryos would implant properly. The few that did she miscarried very quickly.



No, this didn't really mean she was infertile, but the doctors told us it was doubtful she would ever carry a baby for the full term. So we did keep trying but not to the extent we had before.
In theory life went on as normal. But over the next few years, it became a very strange normal. Slowly without us even noticing it to start with, we began to have little arguments. Not disagreements; I think all families have them. No, these were arguments, often about the most insignificant things that got exaggerated completely out of all proportion. And we often found ourselves going to bed before we'd cleared the air.
I have no real explanation as to what really happened over the next couple of years. At times we were as loving to each other as we'd ever been. At other times we'd have stand up rows at the drop of a hat, as I said, often over the most ridiculous things and in the most public of places. Some of our friends stopped asking us to their parties and the like, because they didn't know whether we'd explode at each other.
Somewhere in amongst all this Vivian came on the scene. I think she had been around for sometime, but Claire started turning to her for support. I turned for support to where all too many men do: the boys down at the local pub. To be honest I'd began to not want to go home from work in the evenings to face yet another row.
As time went on, things just got worse and worse until the day we finally decided to get divorced. I can't tell you now which of us was the first to bring the idea up. But we went to the solicitor together although hardly speaking to each other when we did so.
The woman was good and managed to arrange everything amicably. Claire and I did not wish to prolong things by arguing over our assets, so they were split down the middle. I think we both just wanted out, as quickly as possible. The house was sold and Claire, I believe, went to stay with Viv for the time being, whereas I rented a small flat for a while. But luckily for me a position soon became available back at head office and I'd returned to my hometown.
My father had died about a year before Claire and I divorced and my mother died of a broken heart a few weeks before our divorce was due to become final. Claire's last act as my wife was to attend my mother's funeral with me.
The day of my mother's funeral she played the part of a wonderfully supportive wife. I don't think I could have gotten through that day without her there. Three days later she was out of my life completely and I hadn't laid eyes on her again until I saw her when I began making that speech at Terri's wedding.
Well, I thought Claire had disappeared from my life again for the next four weeks or so. I learnt otherwise when the next lot of telephone bills came in. With three teenagers in the house, I keep a close eye on who they are talking to on they're mobiles, as well as keeping track of they're internet usage.
On all three of the children's mobiles were calls to a number that I didn't recognise. Why should I recognise the number you might ask? Well, normally I don't take too much notice. I was really looking for premium rate numbers. But quite suddenly all three of them were calling the same number. Now that was unusual. They don't all have the same social circle.
I noticed they called the number on consecutive days. One day Kylie, the next Graham and on the third day it was Angela's turn. Well, this set the little grey matter working. A check back showed me the calls started a few days after Terri's wedding. From there it wasn't too much of a puzzle to work out who the calls were being made to. A check on the phone book in Angela's phone - checked when she left her phone in the stable whilst she was exercising her horse - confirmed my suspicions. The children were calling Claire.
Then I realised that they were calling her at the same time everyday. On checking where they all were at that time, I worked out that they were all in the house alone, whilst I was doing the late check on the horses.
That evening instead of going straight to the stable block, I circled around the house and watched through the lounge window whilst Graham call Claire on his mobile phone and then placed it on the table. I can only assume that he'd put his phone on the loudspeaker function as all of then lent towards it as they spoke. It was a shame I hadn't thought to leave a window open; I would have been able to hear what they were talking to Claire about.
It was a couple of days later and Terri and I were having lunch together when she asked me, "Jack, what's got into you this week?"
"Sorry?"
"You've got something on your mind. Come on, don't try to hide it from me. I know when you're upset about something."
God, talk about a chip off the old block. Terri could read my mind almost as well as her mother could.
"The children have been calling Claire."
"So? She's their auntie, isn't she? Why shouldn't they talk to her?"
"Oh, its not that I object to them talking to her. It's the fact that they are keeping it secret from me. That's what I find upsetting!"
"Well, what do you expect, with the way you behaved at the wedding?"
"What the hell did I do at the wedding? I introduced her to everyone and danced with her."
"It was the vibes you put out that evening, Jack. Everyone was terrified to mention Claire's name after that night."
"You're joking!"
"No, you made it plain Claire was a taboo subject and, well... the children wanted to get to know her better."
"You knew they were calling her?"
"Yes, well, I knew they'd asked Kevin to get her phone number from his aunt for them. So it stood to reason they would be calling to her on the phone."
"Terri, am I really that much of an ogre? Do they think I'd try to stop them talking to Claire?"
"Don't be so silly. I'm sure they think that it would upset you to know they were calling Claire. So I expect that's why they've kept you in the dark about it."
----------------
That day I left the office early and stopped at the telecom store on the way home. It was around ten that I got up from the sofa to go out and check the horses as I did every evening that I was home. But that night I went into my den first and returned with a conference phone that I replace the phone in the lounge with.
"You might find it easier, kids, if you use this to call your Aunt Claire instead of the hands free function on that little mobile. The calls will be cheaper, as well." I smiled at the three slightly confused and guilty looking teenagers, then left them to it.
----------------
That evening I took a little longer than usual with the horses. When I got back inside the house, Angela was the first to speak.
"You knew we were talking to Claire on the telephone?"
"I would think that was obvious."
"And you don't mind?"
"Why should I? She is your auntie, I think, and your godmother. You've got the right to speak to her as often as you wish."
"We thought you'd be upset if you found out."
"To be honest I'm more upset that you didn't tell me that you were calling her than I ever could be that you did call her."
"We're sorry," Kylie butted in. "We thought because...."
"Because what? That Claire and I are divorced. Look, kids, that's something that happens in life. Claire and I fell in love when we were young and got married. I don't know, maybe we got married too young. But somewhere along the line it all went sour on us."
"You fell out of love with each other?" Kylie asked.
"Yeah! No. Oh, I don't know what happened. We just kind of started having rows all the time. Look, I don't know why we do things sometimes. We ended up getting divorced, but she's still your auntie and if you want to keep in touch with her, I'm only too pleased."
After that evening they called Claire on the phone in the lounge every day, but still when I went out to check the horses. I didn't listen into their calls as I could see no harm in them.
----------------
It was about another two months later Angela was in the drama group at her college and their Christmas production was coming up. Romeo and Juliet, Shakespeare, not my idea of a pleasant evening's entertainment. But when your daughter is playing Juliet, you have to go, don't you?
Anyway I came home from work one evening. Angela had gotten us our tickets and they were lying on the kitchen table. Out of curiosity I picked them up and looked at them, and in doing so I just happened to count them. I'm not sure why; it's one of those things you just do.
There were seven of them, so I did a quick calculation in my head. There were tickets for Kylie, Graham, Brenda, Terri, Kevin and myself, which made six.
"Who's the extra ticket for?" I asked Angela, as if I didn't know.
"Oh, Daddy, you wouldn't mind if... if Claire comes as well, would you?"
"Don't be silly but have you asked her? It is a long way for her to come."
"I haven't actually invited her, but she said she would like to see me on stage."
"Well, you'd better be quick about inviting her. She'll probably have to arrange time off work to get down here on the opening night."
"Thank you, Daddy. I'll do in right now," Angela said as she left the room to go into the lounge and call Claire.
For some reason it didn't strike me as odd that she had gone to use a telephone that was out of my earshot. There was an extension in the kitchen.
The opening night of Angela's play was cold and overcast. I unfortunately got held up at the office. But Terri got away on time, and she, Kevin and Brenda volunteered to get everyone to the college theatre on time. I got there at the last minute, without having time to eat or change on the way.
They had left me a seat on the end of the row alongside Brenda. Terri and Kevin were on the next seats in with Kylie (who was sweet on Kevin) and Graham sitting beside them. Claire was at the far end of our little collection of seats.
"At last," I thought, "they aren't trying to push us together!"
Angela made a fantastic Juliet. Only I did find myself thinking I'd have to have a word with the young man playing Romeo. I'd seen him hanging around Angela a few times in the past, and - I don't know - he struck me as playing the part of Romeo a bit too enthusiastically for my liking. I suppose all fathers must think that way though.
At the end of the show we went back stage to find Angela, who was really on cloud nine. Then when we got outside we were in for a bit of a surprise. The fog had come down whilst we'd been in the theatre. It was a real pea-souper; you couldn't see more than about ten or twenty yards.
The first thing that crossed my mind was that there was no way that Claire could drive the hundred or so miles back home in that kind of whether. I had no choice; I had to invite her to stay over for the night with the children and I.
At first she declined the offer but the children then got to work on her. Brenda and Kevin joined in telling Claire that it was too dangerous for her to try to drive all the way home in that weather.
So Claire stayed over. This, of course, meant I slept on the couch, whilst Claire had my bed. In the morning when I awoke, everyone else was out with the horses.
Just for those of you who haven't got livestock, the horses come first; they have to done before anything else, no matter what the weather. Or how you're feeling that day.
I stuck my head out the door just to make sure that they were all at it and then set about sorting breakfast out for every one. I was surprised to find that Claire was not in my room when I went up to call her. She apparently was outside with the children.
The children kept Claire busy for most of the day. She spent much of the time out with horses and went for a ride on my horse with all the children during the morning. Apparently Claire was in the habit of going straight from work to the stables where she normally rode and kept a bag in the back of her car with her riding gear.
It was late afternoon before the subject of Claire leaving to go home came up. I'm not sure how they did it but the younger two children persuaded her to stay over until Sunday. Claire kept asking me if I objected. But I'm going to be honest here; if I had objected, I wouldn't have been the favourite person in the household. Besides I'd hardly seen Claire all day so it wasn't going to make any difference to me. Except for me sleeping on the couch again that is.
Saturday afternoon, I'd run Angela in to the theatre for her matinee performance and I didn't have to pick her up until eleven that night when the evening performance was over. Claire kindly offered to cook the evening meal, but I suggested that we go out to eat, which we did quite early because of the children.
The rest of the evening Claire and I played Monopoly with Kylie and Graham until I went out to check the horses and then went to collect Angela. When Angela and I returned, the others were all in bed. Angela was quite beat so she went to bed as well. I made myself comfy on the couch again.
Sunday Morning was a repeat of Saturday. Everyone was outside before I woke up. I cooked breakfast and they all went out for a ride together again before Claire left for home around lunchtime.
I can remember thinking to myself that the weekend had been very pleasant. There had been no sly digs between Claire and I. Actually we didn't really speak much as she had spent most of her time with the children.
The children did talk about the weekend a couple of times but the main subject of conversation soon turned to the coming Christmas celebrations, and what the master plan was for this year. It had become habit for Brenda and Terri to join us for dinner Christmas day and stay until the evening. But this year Kevin and his family were in the mix and we really weren't sure what was going to happen.
After a lot of beating around the bush, Brenda told us that she, Terri and Kevin were going to his parent's house Christmas day and would come to us on Boxing Day. The children were disappointed and I know Brenda felt terrible about the decision. But she had spent many Christmases with us in the past; it was only fair that Kevin's folks got a look in.
I discussed going out for lunch on Christmas day with the children but they weren't keen on the formality of doing that. I did point out that I wasn't the best cook in the world and the food would probably be better. But Angela and Kylie announced that they would cook Christmas dinner; Brenda had spent a lot of time teaching them how to cook and they had always helped her prepare it in the past.
I was just settling down to the idea that it would just be the four of us when Graham dropped the bombshell.
"Daaad?" he said to me after I came in from my late night check of the horses one evening. The dragged out word telling me that he was after something.
"Yes, Graham."
"You know that Auntie Bren and Terri aren't coming Christmas day."
"Yes."
"Well, wouldn't it be nice if Auntie Claire came down instead?"
"I should imagine Auntie Claire has her Christmas all sorted out by now, Graham," I answered him.
"No, she's staying at home all on her own!" Kylie butted into the conversation.
"You think so?" I asked in reply.
"We know she is. She hasn't got anywhere to go." Angela joined the conversation.
"Tell me, Graham, did you draw the short straw or something here?"
"Sorry, Dad, I don't understand you," Graham replied.
"Well, I suspect that you three are in cahoots here and you divvied up to see who'd suggest to me that we ask Claire to come down for Christmas."
All three of them looked at me with guilt on their faces.
"Okay, ask her. I can't see that it will do any harm for her to be here. I'll just have to get used to sleeping on the couch."
"No, you won't," Angela replied. "Kylie is going to sleep on Graham's camp bed in my room and Claire can have her room."
"Ah, you've got it all worked out, have you? And when did you make all these plans?"
"When we asked Auntie Claire to come."
"What? You've already asked her? And what would you have done if I'd refused?"
"We'd all have slept in the horsebox with Auntie Claire and you'd have felt rotten. Anyway we knew you wouldn't say no. It's Christmas."
So there it was, a coup d'état or whatever they call it. Claire was coming for Christmas whether I objected or not.
--------------------------
I didn't actually talk to Claire before she arrived. I didn't avoid talking to her; that's just how it happened. Mind I did have to do a lot of thinking about what to buy Claire for Christmas. I settled on what I thought she'd find a nice surprise, but I also decided I wouldn't actually give it to her until Boxing Day.
Claire arrived during the afternoon of Christmas Eve and we all went out for a meal together, although we were accompanied by a stranger in the form of Angela's new boyfriend - yeah, you got it, the "Romeo" from the play. I figured there was going to be enough cooking to be done over the following few days. Once again we went early as we had the young ones with us.
When we got home again we played silly games until Romeo left and Graham and Kylie went to bed. Then Angela, Claire and I played Scrabble until midnight when the two girls went up.
I sat there for another hour or so re-playing the day over in my head. I'd really enjoyed myself that afternoon and evening, but I still wondered whether I was making the right decisions.
Christmas morning, although special, was like any other day in as far as the horses had to be taken care of before anything else. Claire had volunteered to make the breakfast whilst the children and I did the yard.
Over breakfast Christmas presents were passed around. In the past we had left the first present giving of the day until after Brenda and Kerri had arrived, but this year we could start early. I wont go into what everyone got, except to mention that Claire gave me a watch and I gave her a framed picture of the children on their ponys.
"But this is the picture from your lounge," Claire said once she had unwrapped it.
"Yes, we noticed how much you liked it," I replied. "Now who's for a Christmas morning ride together after we get the turkey in?"
"But we haven't got enough horses for everyone!" Kyle commented.
"Oh, yes, we have. Mr Grant is going to bring that young mare of his across for Claire to ride," I replied.
The children kind of took over at that point. The washing up was done and the turkey was in the oven before Claire and I knew what was happening. I made a quick call to my neighbour Bill Grant and he was standing in our yard with the mare by the time we all got out there.
We rode the lanes up onto the heath and all cantered and trotted around together for about an hour or so before we headed back home again.
"What do you think of Twenty-sixth?" I asked Claire as we walked back side by side.
"She's lovely, but what a silly name. She's so much like Candy, the first pony I ever had. Just a little bigger, that's all."
"Well, she's yours whilst you're here. I arranged it with Bill Grant."
"Thank you, that's so nice of you. She's so much nicer than the school horses I've been riding lately," Claire said.
Back home we or rather the children - with Claire overseeing things - got the Christmas dinner sorted. And we did the cracker and silly hat thing whilst we ate it.
After dinner we all retired to the lounge and rapidly gave up on the oft-repeated film on the television. So it was back to silly games for the rest of the day, punctuated by the stable work that had to be done.
I'm not sure if the children worked it or whether I did, but by about nine PM Claire and I, having consumed much more mulled wine than was good for us, were sitting together on the couch. When I said I was going to do my evening check around the yard, Graham and Kylie said that they would do it for me. Angela was on the phone to Romeo again; I was beginning to think that that little romance was going to get rather expensive in phone calls.



"Thank you for inviting me. I've had a very nice day," Claire said as she poured both of us yet another mulled wine.
"You're welcome. The children have really enjoyed you being here."
"Did you enjoy having me here?" she asked.
"Claire, I've always enjoyed your company."
"Liar, we had some real ding-dongs when we were married."
"Yeah, I'll give you that, but we had some real good times as well."
"We did, didn't we? What went wrong, Jack?"
"I don't know, Claire. I really don't know."
As I said both Claire and I had drunk much more mulled wine than we should have and I think we must have dosed off. The next thing I remember was that the house was quiet. Someone - I never did discover which one of the children it was - had turned the lights down. Claire's head was lying on my shoulder and her long hair was brushing against my cheek.
For a long time I sat there remembering the smell of her when she was this close to me, then I heard the hall clock strike two. Carefully extracting myself, I lifted Claire off the couch and carried her to Kylie's room where I laid her on the bed. As I'd carried her up the stairs she'd stirred slightly and put her arms around my neck. When I tried to extract myself from her arms, I couldn't; she wouldn't let go.
"Wrong bed, Jack," she suddenly whispered to me.
"Claire, are you sure?" I asked.
"For the good times, Jack. Can't we share a bed just for one night, for the good times we had together?"
With some difficulty and a little giggling from Claire, I lifted her again, carried her into my room and laid her on my king size bed. Then I lay beside her and fell asleep; her arms still locked around my neck. No, we didn't; we were both too far gone for anything like that to happen.
-------------------------
"Come on, you two, wake up. We've made some coffee for you," Angela's voice bellowed.
I half sat up, not really knowing where I was. My head was pounding as I realised that it was broad daylight outside. All three children were standing there in the room looking at Claire and me lying on the bed.
"What time is it?" I asked. But I was ignored by the children.
"I thought you said that they would..." Graham said, but he didn't finish his question.
"I think we overdid the Vodka," Angela cut him off.
"What bloody Vodka is this?" I demanded, a real mistake on my part as the sound of my voice was like being struck on the head with a hammer.
"We thought you two needed softening up a bit so we put some Vodka in the mulled wine," Angela admitted.
"Why the hell did you do that?" Jesus, that bloody hammer again!
"Come on, Dad, you two are like a couple of kids around each other. We, well, I really thought if you had a couple of drinks you'd... oh, you know."
"Oh, you did, did you?"
"Come on, Jack, you were young once. Children only see things in black and white. You'd most likely have done the same thing in Angela's place." Claire had finally joined the conversation.
"But you made a mistake with the Vodka, Angela. It always gives Jack a hangover. And, boy, can he be a miserable bugger when he's got a hangover, believe me."
I turned and looked at Claire smiling up at me.
"Are you not annoyed about what they tried to do?"
"No, why should I be? Nothing happened. And besides, Vodka doesn't give me a hangover; so I'm not a miserable bugger this morning."
"Hmmm, I feel that there's some collusion going on here."
"Don't be silly, Dad. If Auntie Claire knew what we were planning, she wouldn't have let us use Vodka," Graham pointed out.
"You definitely didn't mind what these three little tykes had planned for us last night?" I asked Claire again.
"No!" she replied.
"But we might have...."
"Yes, it's been a long time and I do miss you sometimes. When you're not on the warpath that is!" Claire was still smiling at me.
"Right, I'll take that smile off your face. Graham give me my watch case."
The smile had gone off all of their faces as Graham passed me the leather case that I kept my cuff links and watches in. I opened it slowly and stared down into it for a moment. All four of them were trying to see what I was looking at.
Then I reached in and took out a small package wrapped in Christmas paper and gave it to Claire.
For a moment Claire stared at it lying in her open hand and then she started crying.
"What is it?" Graham asked.
"Oh, just a couple of things Claire threw at me a few years ago," I told him.
"Do you mean this?" Claire finally asked through her tears.
"Well, there's not much sense in you living all that way away, when Candy is out in our stables. You didn't really think that mare's name was twenty-six, did you?"
"Oh, I get it now!" Kylie who had remained silent up until then said, "Today is the twenty-sixth."
Claire looked at me, "We were married on the twenty-sixth of April as well. You know you're a real bugger."
"Yeah, but I'm your Bugger."
Life goes on.
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Chapter 5
Over the following few days there was a quantum change in Emily's attitude towards me. The trouble was it had been so long since we'd been together, I'd forgotten so much about how Emily operated. Come on, we've all got our little foibles in life and how we go about getting our own way. I very rapidly began to suspect that Emily intended to know what I was planning and I suspected that she was buttering me up so that I would tell her.
For all the apparent softening in her attitude towards me, I had my reservations. Her questions were subtly put, but they were there. After about a week, when I told her it wasn't going to work, she finally lost patience completely.
"Tony, if you don't tell me what you are planning to do, I'm going to see Inspector Morris and tell him you are up to something."
"Well, if you do that, I will most likely finish up in jail, Emily. Perhaps you'd prefer that to having those bastards locked away?"
That was a lie again on my part. The advantage of not telling Emily what I was planning was that she couldn't rat on me to the police, as she had no idea whether my plan was already in motion or not. Nothing illegal had happened yet, so if she did wish to take some personal revenge against me, by reporting me to the police; well, there wasn't anything they could touch me for. Yet!
Look, I'm not exactly daft. If anyone had treated me the same way as I'd treated Emily ten years before, well, I'm pretty sure that I'd be looking for some form of revenge. I loved the woman; I always have, even when I thought she'd been cheating on me. But my injured pride had made me do some very vindictive things to her. Emily had made it very clear that she didn't love me anymore and who can blame her. So her sudden concern about my welfare I had to treat with more than a little suspicion.
Strange attitude on my behalf? No, I don't think so. To quote Emily, "Just get it through your thick head, Tony, I'm here for one reason. My daughter! I'll be civil to you. Damn it, I'll spend all your money for you, if you like. But don't ever think you are going to mean anything to me again. And it'll be a bloody cold day in hell before I ever jump back into bed with you, if that's what you're thinking." Or something like that.
Now if I went down for a stretch, who would get custody of Bridget? Yeah, you've got it - Emily. So I had to be careful about what I told her. Look, I've found myself in a very unusual situation that left me trusting very few people. Regretfully that included the one person who I wanted to trust me again. You try to get your head around that little problem?
+++++++++++++++++
It was about three weeks after my first meeting with Pat in the Pub that his phone call came. Although I'd told him to use the new mobile phones, it appeared he didn't trust them and he called me on the pay phone outside my office building. Quite clever really, I came out of the office one evening; as I was walking past the telephone box, a young lady opened the door to it. Holding the handset out to me, she said, "Mr E, there's a call for you!" She handed me the handset and before I'd realised what was happening she had disappeared into the crowd on the street.
"Hello," I tentatively said into the handset.
"Mr E. Tea at five in the morning. Make sure you're not followed and try not to stand out like a sore thumb this bloody time. You'll find a donkey jacket beside your car; wear that."
The line went dead.
I'm going to admit that I had butterflies in my stomach. It appeared the game was on and, although I knew I had to go through with it, I wasn't completely sure I had the nerve to finish what I'd started.
In the car park, I found the well-used donkey jacket lying on the floor below the driver's door of my car. For one awful minute I was unsure about picking it up. I knew that Pat and his friends had close connections with the kind of people who where in the habit of blowing-up folks they didn't like or trust. And Patrick did know that I was aware he wasn't who he claimed to be.
After staring at the coat for some time and with my heart in my throat, I gave the jacket a little kick. The coat moved, but nothing else happened. I was still alive, so I picked the jacket up and threw it into the back of my car.
++++++++++++++++
That evening Emily's attitude was the same as it had been since she'd discovered that I was planning to take matters into my own hands. By that I mean that she wasn't being as hard on me as she had been, but she wasn't all over me either. We were effectively two people sharing the same house, albeit we had our daughter there. I suppose there must be lots of people who live like that. You know, live together because they are married but are not in love with each other anymore. In our case, I knew I loved Emily, but I had no idea how she really felt about me. I had no idea how strong her hate for me was.
Whilst Bridget was doing her homework Emily again tackled me about what I was planning, as she did almost every night, but I refused to tell her. She hadn't threatened me with the police again after the one time when she had though.
++++++++++++++++
I slept very little that night and I arose early without disturbing anyone else in the house. I left the house wearing my normal business suit. But I drove to a quiet spot where I changed into some denim jeans and my old gardening boots. The Donkey jacket was quite thick, so I figured my tee shirt would suffice under it.
Taking a mystery tour to ensure that I wasn't followed, I parked in a side road near the café and walked the last few hundred yards.
As I entered, I saw Pat sitting on his own at the back of the café. There were some other guys there who were sitting kind of strung out across the place. Having joined Pat at his table, I noted these other guys had moved their seats slightly. Getting anywhere near where Pat and I were sitting would be extremely awkward for anyone.
"Right are you sure you're wanting to go on with this?" Pat asked.
"Pat, after what those arseholes did to me and mine. I'm prepared to do anything to make sure they pay," I answered with my fingers crossed.
"Look, you've got to understand that the people we're going to have to work with don't play games. They do what they do for many reasons. Some because they want the six counties to be part of the republic. Some because they want money and they will do just about anything to get it - those buggers hide amongst the believers. And then there's some who just want power and control over other people. They know that if you can get people hating each other then you've got power over them."
"There is an old saying: 'Divide and conquer'. It's true and it's been used for thousands of years. The Nazis used it and it has been used in South Africa and the USA. Get one part of the community hating some other part of the community and you can use their fear of each other to put yourself in control."
"But I thought you were a republican. Which grouping do you fall into?"
"Now there we have it, I was a believer. I still am in my heart. I believe that Ireland, all of Ireland should be ruled by the Irish. But I discovered to my cost that all hate does is to destroy innocent people. The troubles have cost me my family, my mother, wife and sister. And it wasn't the loyalists who killed them. It was my own people, when a bomb factory in the flat below my mother's blew up. What were they doing making bombs amongst their own innocent women and children?
"That's when it came home to me and I washed my hands of the struggle. They didn't care about who lived or died, providing they got what they wanted. I couldn't be working with that kind of people for a political cause. So I came over here and tried to get on with my life."
Pat sat back in his chair. I gathered that he was collecting his thoughts.
"These people we are going to have to use. You have to understand that they are only interested in money. I believe we are justified in using them, because the men we are after are also only interested in themselves and money. But I can't be sure we can trust the guys we are intending to use either. You must understand that!"
"I think I do!" I replied.
"Good, because the moment we get over there we are placing our own lives on the line. Be sure you are willing to take that risk."
Pat went on to explain how we were going to get into Ireland without anyone knowing we were there. Whether this was to protect me, or because the authorities were looking for Pat over there - or come to that, in England - I don't know. But a week later we were in the Republic.
I'm not going to be specific on exactly where for obvious reasons. There's extradition agreements in place between the Irish and British authorities.
We'd arrived at a farmhouse during the night and I'd have had no real idea where we were if Pat hadn't told me. As soon as it was light, Pat came into my room carrying a tray with my breakfast on it, while also laying on the tray was a handgun.
"Have you ever used one of these things?" he asked.
"No, and I'm not sure I want to," I replied.
"Now look, Tony, when we meet these people later you are going to be carrying this gun. You are going to know how to hold it and how to shoot the damn thing. These guys are not really to be trusted; they have got to think you can handle yourself and are someone to reckon with. Do you understand? Any weakness will be spotted and for god's sake don't mention the troubles. If they think you are a spy then we are all in deep shit. This is a money deal and that's all they think we are interested in."
"Okay, Pat," I said, gingerly picking up the gun.
"And don't go pointing that bloody thing at anyone! You don't know if it's loaded."
"Sorry, Pat," I said as I marvelled at the weight of the thing.
"Eat your breakfast, then we'll go over to the barn and I'll show you how to handle it. The neighbours are far enough away for you to let off a few rounds."
Having eaten and gotten dressed, Pat took me to the barn that to my surprise had a proper shooting gallery inside. Well, all right it was a kind-of Heath-Robinson one. Pat showed me how to fire the gun and reload it. He explained how the safety catch worked and we spent most of the time with me learning how to flick the safety on and off quickly.
"How many times have you seen that one used on the films?" Pat asked. "Some fool points a gun at the hero and he says you forgot the safety catch. The fool looks to check the safety catch and the hero takes the gun from him. You make damn sure that if you have to use that thing, you know that the catch is off. And make sure the damn safety is on when the thing's in your pocket."
As I was trying to get at least one bullet somewhere near the target, I suddenly became aware of a movement off to my left. I stopped firing and turned to see a woman standing there with a smile on her face.
"My god, Pat, you'd better give him a sawn-off. He couldn't hit a barn door."
"It's not as easy as it looks in the films," I retorted.
"Bloody Englishman," she replied.
Then taking the gun from my hand, she put the remaining four bullets into the centre of the target. Before I'd finished studying her marksmanship, she'd ejected one magazine and slipped in another, putting a further four bullets in the same area.
"Damn it, Pat, I think it would be better if this young lady kept the gun and acted as my bodyguard," I said to Pat jokingly.
"Kathy is your bodyguard!" Pat replied.
"I'm not expecting any trouble but just make sure you don't shoot her or me if things get messy. Wherever you go over here, Kathy will be with you. Don't speak to anyone unless she gives you the okay. If Kathy tells you to run, you run and if she shouts down, you get your bloody head down quickly. You got that?"
"Whatever you say, Pat. You know what you're doing better than I do," I replied.
"Good. Now, Kathy, see if you can get him to put a bullet somewhere near that bloody target. I don't need to be shot in the backside. Now I've got some people to see."
Both Kathy and I laughed as Pat left the barn, although if this turned out to be a shooting war, I did wonder what side I would be most dangerous to.
"Dad said you've only got to look like you know what you're doing with a gun. So don't you go worrying yourself too much. Really we are not expecting any real trouble of that kind," Kathy said when we were alone.
"That's a relief. I hadn't planned to play Jessie James or anything. Did I just hear you say that Pat's your father?" I asked.
"Damn, I'm not supposed to tell you that, so don't you be going telling him I did."
"No chance; I don't need Pat upset about anything. I need his help here."
"He's a good man. He will do what he can to help you and your wife," Kathy replied.
"You know about what happened and why we are here?"
"Fa.... Pat told me last night. I was wondering what he was up to; the people he's gone to see are not very nice but they owe him a debt. But I'm wondering, what debt does Pat owe you?"
"None that I know of, I just asked him for his help and he offered it. Although I think he could be sweet on Emily."
"He always has been a sucker for a pretty face. Is your wife good looking?"
"About as beautiful as you, if just a few years older."
"Now don't you be trying your city blarney on me."
"Kathy, I'm not, but there's the most uncanny resemblance between you and Emily when she was younger and had her hair long. You know, I think that Pat has noticed as well and that's why he feels so protective towards her."
"Ah, now, you could be on the right track. I'm told I have my mother's looks so perhaps he sees her in your wife."
"I suppose it would explain his willingness to help me," I replied.
My gun lessons lasted until Kathy decided that it was time for us to eat again. Back in the farmhouse, I saw signs that other people lived there, but I didn't see anyone except Kathy. We ate lunch and sat around talking about Emily, Bridget and my attempts to build a new life together.
I realised later that Kathy was keeping me talking, I wondered if I was really showing how afraid and out of my depth I was. I wondered whether she was trying to keep my mind off of things. When we began to run out of things to talk about Kathy went over to a dresser and got out a photograph album. She looked through a few pages and then stopped and stared a one particular picture.
"Here, that's my mother," she said, as she turned the album so that I could see it.
"Oh, my god! She is the image of Emily," I commented.
I'd been struck by Kathy's similarity to Emily. The woman in the photograph could have been Emily.
"I think we do know why Dad's helping you then. He misses her so much."
"How old were you when it happened, do you remember your mother?" I immediately felt I was intruding the moment I asked the question.
"Kathy didn't answer for a few seconds.
"My mother was carrying me when the explosion happened. My mother died the same evening; they performed an emergency Caesarean and I survived. I was a month premature so they kept me in hospital for a while. After what had happened, Pat couldn't handle looking after me. So he brought me down here to my uncle and his wife who have raised me. Father went off to England - he could earn more money over there - to help his sister look after me. And he was further away from people he might have taken some revenge on."
"I'm sorry to hear that. What is it with these people?"
"Hate. That's what father says. They are so busy hating that they don't think about what they are actually doing. My father tries his best not to hate anyone nowadays, even those people who were responsible for that bomb factory. It's taken him a long time but I think he's getting there."
"I don't know him that well Kathy, but I think he's a good man."
"I know he tries to be and he'll do everything he can to help you. Tony, you can trust father and me."
The day dragged by and Pat didn't return. I was beginning to get worried about him, when the telephone rang. Kathy answered it.
"There'll be a car here to pick us after it's dark," she said, as she replaced the receiver. "Things have gone rather faster than Pat had anticipated. I know that he had something in motion, but it must have worked better than he thought."
Kathy poured me a rather large whisky (Irish) to calm my nerves. She would only let me have the one because she said I was carrying the gun.
It was very late, about eleven o'clock, and extremely dark outside when a car pulled into the farmyard. Kathy told me that the man driving it was one of her father's people; he wasn't introduced to me, as it wasn't prudent to know too many names. Kathy and I got into the car and it sped off into the night.
"Now, listen," the driver said. "Whatever happens now, hold your nerve. Say nothing and don't react whatever happens. Take your cue from Kathy and listen to what she tells you," the man said to me as we pulled into a decrepit looking factory estate.
The place was all in darkness from the outside; the man led us into a building and down a corridor lit by a single light bulb. But it did appear quite bright after the darkness. At the end of the corridor, another man handed us all woollen balaclava helmets with just small holes for our eyes and mouths, which we all put on.
Then he opened the door to a large dimly lit warehouse and led us inside. The warehouse was empty except for two chairs about fifteen feet apart and several people standing in the shadows. Sitting on the chairs were a well-dressed man and a young woman. The man was apparently tied to his chair and gagged, but I could not make out if the woman was restrained in any way or not.
"Good, you're here. Now we can get on with this," Pat's voice said from somewhere in the room. "Take that gag off."
Another masked man stepped from the shadows and removed the gag. All of the men in the room now closed in towards the sitting man.
"Now we have some questions for you." Pat's voice again said, "You would be sensible to answer them truthfully or, I can assure you, you will be very sorry. We do not wish to hurt you, but we will if you do not give us the information we require."
The man, who looked extremely scared, didn't say anything; he just looked from one masked face to another.
"Are you going to be co-operative?" Pat asked.
But before the man could answer there was a movement on the other side of the room. This happened very quickly and I have some difficulty in remembering exactly what happened. The young woman, who apparently hadn't been restrained in her seat, must have decided to make a break for it whilst everyone was concentrating on the man. I was suddenly aware that she had gotten up from her chair and was running towards the door. Suddenly there was the loud retort and flash of a gunshot. The woman let out a little scream; she stumbled a couple more steps and then collapsed to the floor. I didn't see who fired the shot.
"Damn it, I told you to watch that little bitch," Pat exclaimed angrily.
One of the other men went over to where the girl was lying; crouching down beside her he turned to look back at Pat.
"She's dead!" he announced.
End of part five
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"She's dead!" he announced.
"Teach her to hang around with a slime-ball like this. Get her the fuck out of here," another voice said.
I didn't believe what I had just seen happen. I think I went to move or say something, but Kathy who apparently had been watching me closely, grabbed my arm and stopped me in my tracks. I really hadn't expected anyone would actually get seriously hurt, let alone killed, especially a woman.
"You've killed her!" Peter Garfield exclaimed. The man's eyes were as big as dinner plates as he stared at the inert body of the girl for a few seconds and then he appeared to try and look at everyone else in the warehouse at once. Like me, he was having trouble believing his own eyes and understanding what had just happened.
A man who'd been standing beside Pat went over and joined the one by the woman. He bent down and felt for the girl's pulse, then looked at Pat shaking his head.
Damn it, that was unnecessary." Pat said, "You better get her out of here and put her somewhere where she won't be found. Wait now, you'd better use this bugger's car."
Between them the two men hoisted the girl's body and carried it out of the warehouse. A little later we heard a car drive away.
"Unfortunate and unnecessary, she just had to be patient whilst we had out little chat with you and then the pair of you could have gotten back to whatever you were doing when we disturbed you," Pat said, turning his attention back to the man tied to the chair. "Now let's get down to business. Are you going to be co-operative or do we have to get all unnecessary with you as well?"
"I don't know what you could want with me?" Garfield replied.
"Just the answers to a few questions. A couple of months ago you went to England." Pat said.
"I go there often... to do business."
"Ah, but on this trip you used an alias. You used the name John Carter. Are you with me now?" Pat asked.
Garfield looked like he was thinking for a few seconds and then said, "Um, yes. I went to see my uncle. He's very ill and he asked me to do something for him."
"What?"
"Nothing much. It's personal family business; it was nothing important," Garfield replied.
"Not to you maybe, but let's say it could be important to me. Now what did you do for your uncle?
"Nothing. I told you I just collected a package for him and had it delivered."
"Where?"
"I don't remember the address. It was already written on the package and I just gave it to the taxi driver to deliver. That's all there was to it."
"What was in the package?"
"I don't know. It could have been anything."
"Now I know you're lying to me and I don't like that," Pat retorted.
Without Pat saying anything, a man stepped forward and to my utter horror, placed the muzzle of the biggest handgun I'd ever seen in my life against Garfield's knee.
"Let's just kneecap the bastard, that'll loosen his tongue," the man said as he did so.
Once again I went to intervene but Kathy held my arm firmly. "They know what they are doing. Leave them to it," she whispered to me.
Don't be so bloody daft, you mad bugger. You'll blow his bloody leg off with that thing," Pat retorted. "Who's got a nine-millimetre? We'll start on his ankles first."
The man with the big gun stepped back making a comment that showed he was disappointed. Then another man went over to Garfield and pointed a much smaller gun at his ankle and I watched him make a deliberate show of pulling back the hammer. But before he fired Garfield began whimpering.
"The bugger's pissed himself!" The man suddenly proclaimed.
"No, don't shoot me! I'll tell you anything you want to know. It was a video tape," Garfield hurriedly blurted out through his tears.
"What of?"
"I don't know. I never looked at it," Garfield mumbled.
To me Garfield looked like he'd suddenly turned into a mental wreck and was completely terrified. Mind you, I can't say that I wasn't near needing a change of underwear.
"Why did your uncle send it?"
"I don't know that either. He just asked me to get it from his office at one of his companies and then have it delivered.
For the next hour or so the questioning went on. Garfield told us that he'd picked up the tape from the premises of a small film production company his uncle owned. This confused me somewhat because, through my investigations on the mainland, I thought I knew every company that the five had connections with. To my knowledge this film company wasn't on the list. I had to wonder if it was the company that had produced the video.
Garfield went on to say that the film was in a safe in his uncle's private office at the company's offices. We also learned that there were many more tapes along with a lot of files in the safe and that he had instructions to post off several of the other tapes after his uncle had passed on. All the rest of the stuff in the safe, he was to bring back over to Ireland and pass on to a man called Harcourt, when he visited Garfield's hotel.
Pat shot a quick look in my direction and I nodded back to him.
"You know this man Harcourt?" Pat demanded of Garfield.
"Yes he's one of my uncle's business associates. He stays at my hotel often and has conferences with some other men.
"List the men's names to me?"
Garfield suddenly turned non-co-operative again. "I can't talk about them! They are powerful men with connections. They could have me killed!"
"And you think we won't kill you if you don't tell us what we want to know?" Pat asked. "Look, we've no interest in hurting you if we don't have to. Unless you tell these people, they will never know where we got the information. So they will have no reason to kill you. We on the other hand have reason to make your dying very slow and painful if we don't get the information we require."
Again without Pat's prompting the man with the nine-millimetre had stepped forward and even through the balaclava we all could see the smile on his lips as he bent down towards Garfield's ankle and pointed the gun.
"All right, all right, I'll tell you. But no one will ever know I told you?"
"You have my word as an Irishman," Pat replied.
Garfield went on to list the other three men who been in that interview with Emily. He claimed he had little knowledge of their business dealings. He did volunteer that he thought that amongst other things, they had some connections with drug smuggling. Sometimes people from certain South American countries visited the hotel at the same time as the four men. And they were often in private conference with each other.
Somewhere during Pat's questioning, Garfield had mentioned what he called the women.
"Tell me about these women?" Pat suddenly demanded.
Garfield looked confused, as he obviously thought the women were pretty unimportant. "They're just women that they bring along, you know, for entertainment."
"What? Hookers? Prostitutes?" Pat asked.
"No, I wouldn't say that they were on the game. I'm pretty sure of that. They're not the type. And besides I don't think any of them wanted to be there or be treated as they are."
"You're not explaining yourself very well," Pat said.
"Look, they weren't tarts. They were ladies, housewives and the like. They don't normally dress like tarts or behave like them until they are made to."
"What do you mean?"
"Well, the women - sometimes they have their husbands with them - would turn up at the hotel on their own. You know not with Harcourt and his crowd. They even pay for their own rooms. Then when those four and their associates turn up the women would be sent to whoever wanted them. One night I heard one of Harcourt's men order one woman to strip naked in the bar and then he had some other woman's husband fuck her from behind whilst she gave her husband a blow job. The poor woman was devastated and so was her husband, but they did as they were told. They do that sort of thing all the time."
"What? Are they perverts or something? Why would they degrade people like that?"
"Because they can. That's what you've got to understand about these people. They are very powerful people and they get their kicks out of making people do anything they want them to do."
Pat turned and looked at me, but he didn't say anything. We both realised how close Emily had come to becoming one of their victims.
"Is it always the same women?"
"No, I'm not sure how many different ones I've seen. Certainly I've seen over fifty and could be as many as a hundred. They aren't all English either. There have been Americans, Germans, and French; well, I think they've come from just about every country in Europe and Scandinavia. But there's been no Irish that I have noticed. Although it isn't always obvious who is one of their victims, if you understand me. They don't wear a badge or anything and often the husbands are with them. Or someone who purports to be the husband anyway."
Pat looked at me again. I think he was wondering if there was anything else we needed to know. I thought we had just about all that Garfield could tell us and shook my head.
Pat looked over at one of the other men, gave him a nod, then turned and walked away from Garfield. As the other guy went up to Garfield, I could see the look of concern come back onto his face.
"Now we did this one earlier, so you know there's no need to get overly concerned," the man said, showing Garfield the small bottle and cloth he was holding. "You will not tell anyone - that includes your four friends and the Garda - what has happened here this evening. Your going to have a little sleep now and you will wake up safely in your car a little later.
"Just to ensure that you don't forget to keep your mouth shut, when you're asleep we are going to put the gun that killed the little slut in your hand and fire it. That will leave evidence that you've fired a gun on your clothes. We'll make sure yours will be the only fingerprints on the gun and the ammunition inside it. If you decide to forget what I've told you and talk to the Garda or anyone, then the tart's body and the gun will turn up somewhere where the Garda will be sure to find it. And you, my friend, you will go to prison for a very long time. The boys used your car to take her body away from here, so I suspect there'll be some of her blood in there as well, so you might want to get rid of that car."
"One more thing," Pat said. "If we need anymore information from you, we'll call you. Don't be going telling us any lies now, or the girl's body will show up. Do you understand?"
Garfield nodded at Pat to affirm that he did.
"Okay, put him out," Pat instructed.
The man put the cloth to Garfield's nose and in a few moments he was unconscious.
With a gesture of his head, Pat told Kathy and me to follow him. He led us outside, where we got directly into a waiting car.
"Well, you know what you're dealing with now. I should think that all you need to know is in that safe in that office in London. Are you going to tackle it yourself or let the police deal with it?" Pat asked.
"The police I think. But, Pat, was shooting that girl really necessary?" I asked. To be honest I was feeling very uncomfortable and guilty about that.
I didn't like the slight smile that came onto Pat's face. "Yes and no, but we really needed your reaction to it, to convince Garfield that we were serious. Don't worry; he saw the way you reacted and that scared the shit out of the bugger."
"It scared the shit out of me as well, Pat; I'm responsible for that girl's death. I'm not sure I can live with the memory," I replied.
"Ah, now, don't you go worrying yourself about that girl. The memory will soon fade. That I can promise you," Pat commented in an off-hand manner.
"Father! That's not...." Kathy began to say, but Pat interrupted her.
"Not now, Kathy. There's a right time and place for everything," He said to her.
From then on, the journey back to the farm was quiet until Pat said, "You'd better give me that gun now. I'll arrange to have it well cleaned. We can't have your finger prints all over the place, can we?"
Few moments later the car pulled into the farmyard. The three of us got out of the car without speaking and the driver drove off again.
"Well, did I do well?" A female voice asked as we entered the house. I was shocked and pleasantly surprised to see the young woman who'd been shot earlier sitting at the table drinking tea.
"You deserve an Oscar for that performance, Margo! Your timing was perfect," Kathy replied. "You didn't hurt yourself when you fell, did you?"
"Well, I could have a couple of bruises and the boys weren't too gentlemanly when they carried me out. I slapped Billy for having a little grope, the little pervert. I was more worried that I'd made a convincing show of it."
"You had Tony here convinced," Pat said. "When Garfield saw his reaction, he was totally convinced."
"Did you find out everything you wanted, Tony?" Margo now turned her attention to me.
"Sorry, I'm still in shock, young lady. I thought you were dead. But, yes, thank you, I think we know all that we need to."
"I'm sorry, Tony," Pat said. "We had to have you convinced that there could be some violence. That was why we played out that little charade with the gun this morning. Garfield saw how you reacted to Margo apparently getting shot and took his cue from you. If you hadn't been nervous and shocked, he might have not fallen for it."
"Shocked! I nearly had a nasty accident."
"Don't worry. Garfield did have an unfortunate accident. You didn't have to stand as close to him as I did," Pat said, grinning from ear to ear. Then he went on.
"Tell me, Tony, how are you going to tell your inspector Morris about that safe at the Film Company. Don't you think he's going to be interested in how you got hold of the information?"
"I haven't worked that one out yet. But I'm going to have to do it quickly. There's nothing to stop Garfield from flying over there and emptying the safe tomorrow."
"Oh, he won't be leaving the country for some time I can assure you. But if you'd like, we can get the information to your police inspector first thing in the morning and it will not be traceable to you."
"How could we do that?"
"Well, one of those guys in masks - the only one with a gun loaded with live ammunition - actually was a detective with the Garda. He was just there as an observer and to make sure we that didn't actually injure Garfield. It pays to stay on the right side of the Garda. He can contact your inspector and tell him that he had picked the information from an informant if you'd like. It would keep you right out of it."
"Go for it, Pat. It would save me answering some very awkward questions."
Pat picked the telephone up and walked out of the room with it. When he'd gone Kathy spoke.
"Now, Tony, I'm sorry but its payback time. Margo here would like to move to London. Do you think you can find her a decent job in that big company of yours? I think she's earned that much, at least," she explained.
"Of course I'll find you something, Margo. But what about you, Kathy? Didn't you say earlier that you were thinking of moving over as well? You'd be closer to your father."
Kathy's eyes lit up. "Yes, I've been thinking about it, but I'll have to speak to Pat."
Pat came back into the kitchen carrying the small travelling bag he'd had with him on the journey over to Ireland. He put it on the table and reached inside.
"Here you go, Tony, your change - £4000," he said, pulling the four bundles from his bag and throwing them on the table in front of me.
"A thousand? Is that all it has cost?"
"Two hundred each for the five guys," Pat replied.
"But what about yourself? And Margo and Kathy?" I asked in astonishment.
"Ah, now, Margo's got a favour to ask you." Pat grinned back at me.
"I've already asked Tony about Margo," Kathy interrupted, "and he's fine with the idea. But, father, Tony's invited me to go over as well. What do you think?"
"That's up to you, Kathy. It would be nice to have you near. We'd see a lot more of each other."
Kathy threw her arms around her father's neck and kissed him. "I'll go and pack!" she said and left the room.
"Just a minute, Kathy," I said. She stopped and looked at me.
"You'll need some money to get yourself set up in London. Here, you need this," I said, throwing one of the wrapped £1000 to her.
"Are you sure?" she asked.
"Of course I am. I expected this little party to cost me much more than it has. Here, Margo, you have this one. You definitely deserve it after your performance. And Pat, you keep the other two. You called in some debts to lay this all on. You deserve your fee," I said, throwing the last two bundles to him.
"I did this for Emily, not for money," Pat said.
"So you did but you shouldn't be out of pocket for doing a good turn."
"Okay, Tony, if you insist. Here, girls, one each, but be careful how you spend it," Pat said as he threw the two bundles to the girls.
Margo came over to me, put her arms around me and kissed me. "If only you weren't married," she said.
"I'm flattered but I'm much too old for you, Margo," I replied smiling.
"I think there's plenty of life in you yet," she replied.
"Hey, cut it out, Margo. I saw him first." Kathy said laughingly, and then she disappeared to pack her bags.
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++
"Tony! Tony, wake up! Where have you been and who are those women in your bed?" Emily demanded, as she almost shook me hard enough to dislodge me from the sofa, where I'd settled myself when we'd arrived at the house during the night.
I sat up to see a very concerned looking Emily, kneeling on the floor beside the sofa.
End of part six.
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"Tony! Tony, wake up! Where have you been and who are those women in your bed?" Emily demanded, as she almost shook me hard enough to dislodge me from the sofa, where I'd settled myself when we'd arrived at the house during the night.
I sat up to see a very concerned-looking Emily, kneeling on the floor beside the sofa.
"You know I told you I had some things to do, Emily, and those two young ladies gave me some assistance. They needed somewhere to stay in London until they find a flat or something so I've invited them to stay here in 'my' house for a few days," I replied.
"Where have you been and what have you been doing?" Emily asked, looking surprisingly concerned to my mind.
"Please, Emily, I asked you not to enquire. What you don't know is better for all concerned. But believe me, I did it for you as well as myself."
Emily sat back on her heels and stared at me for what appeared to me to a long time. Then she suddenly got up before asking.
"Do you want any breakfast now, or are you going to sleep a little longer?"
"Yes, I'm quite hungry actually. I'll see if the girls want anything yet."
"No, you won't. They're still in bed. I'll ask them. What are their names?" Emily replied with a look on her face that I couldn't really discern.
"Margo and Kathy," I replied and Emily disappeared in the direction of the stairs.
I went into the downstairs washroom to wash the sleep out of my eyes.
By the time I got into the kitchen Emily was busy frying and Bridget was eating her cereal.
"Morning, Dad," Bridget said as she stood up to give me a kiss as if I hadn't been away. Then, "Where have you been and who are your two friends?"
Then she gave me a strange look and gestured with her head and eyes towards Emily, who had her back turned towards us as she worked at the stove. Bridget finished her little display off with a wink. I had no idea what she was trying to tell me so I had to let it go. I just gave her a quizzical look and shrugged my shoulders at her, but she just shrugged her shoulders back at me again. This sign language conversation was getting us nowhere so I gave up.
"Well, who are they?" Bridget tried again.
"Just a couple of young ladies who need somewhere to stay in London for a few days, Bridget. Nothing for you to worry your head about."
"Oh, I'm not worried, Dad!" Bridget replied and went through the same little routine again. I just shrugged back at her. As I still didn't have the faintest idea what she was on about.
Suddenly Kathy appeared at the kitchen door followed by Margo. So I did the formal introductions as they sat down to eat the breakfast that Emily had prepared.
"Are you driving me to school today, Dad?" Bridget asked, in a tone of voice that said that I was, whether I had planned to or not. I looked at Emily but she had a neutral face.
"Sure, Bridget, if that's what you want. Just let me finish eating. Do you want to come along for the ride, girls?" I asked Margo and Kathy.
I'm not sure but I think something passed between the two girls and Bridget. Look, I'm not into what goes on inside the female mind, but I was sure those young women and Bridget communicated in some way.
"No, we're still a little tired, Tony. If you don't mind, we'll take it easy for a while and see you later," Kathy said.
As the girls weren't coming, I told Emily I'd go directly to the office after dropping Bridget at school, just to see whether there was anything I needed to deal with.
+++++++++++++++++++++++
"Okay, young lady, what was all that about in the kitchen?" I asked Bridget after I'd backed the car out of the drive.
"Kathy and Margo are two very pretty Ladies!" Bridget replied.
"Yes, they are!" I agreed.
"Very pretty and very nice!" Bridget repeated.
"Yes, they are."
"And you've been away with them for nearly a week."
"Come on, Bridget, I was only away for fours days."
"Well?" Bridget said to me. I gathered that was a question, but I had no idea what Bridget was asking.
"Well what?" I replied.
"Crikey, Dad, what was mum so up-tight about? Is one of them your girlfriend or something. Oh, or are they both your girlfriends? Is my dad going to have a harem of women chasing after him?"
"Bridget, what the devil are you talking about? Kathy and Margo are just a couple of friends of mine."
"Well, Dad, I believe that's not what mother thinks."
"How would you know? Anyway your mother doesn't care what I do. You know she hates me really."
"Dad, Mother does say she hates you, I'll give you that. Only she never says it when she thinks I can hear. But for someone who hates another person, she sure does a lot of worrying about you. And she gets terribly jealous that Stella spends so much time with you as well."
"I think you are misreading your mother. She gets angry that Stella has been my secretary for so long and that I came to rely on her so much."
"You think what you want to think, Dad, but I believe Mother's jealous of any woman that gets anywhere near to you. And, boy, was she up-tight when she saw Kathy and Margo in your bed this morning."
"Oh, Bridget, she was probably just surprised to find them sleeping in my room. Damned thoughtless of me really. I could have called your mother from Holyhead last night and warned her what was happening."
I dropped Bridget at her school and then went into the office where I made arrangements for Kathy and Margo to meet with our personnel manager. I told him to make up his own mind where they would fit into the company, but he was to find them worthwhile positions. I hadn't asked either girl what experience they'd had, so it was up to him to find all that out.
In the privacy of my office I vaguely told Stella about the week's events. She scolded me terribly for going over there, but then congratulated me on being successful. Stella also enquired about Kathy and Margo. She'd overheard my telephone conversation with the personnel manager.
Stella informed me that Emily hadn't been to her job whilst I'd been away. Emily's boss had called Stella because he was worried about Emily and wondered what was going on, as she had asked for a few days compassionate leave.
You know, it hadn't even entered my head that Emily wasn't getting ready to go to work that morning.
There were a few things for me to look over in the office and a couple of people I had to see. Stella, who was really acting as my personal assistant by then, had kept most things up to date. Around two in the afternoon after having lunch with Stella and a couple of the directors, I went home to see what was happening there.
I arrived home to an empty house; there was no sign of Emily or the girls. This I found worrying, but I don't know why. I unpacked my suitcase and was in the middle of putting the put-you-up up in my office-come-den when the telephone rang. It was Emily; she told me that she and the girls would pick Bridget up from school.
They arrived home with Stella's children in the car as well and then all hell broke loose in the house with the children playing. I'm not too sure I'd liked the idea of all six of them jammed into the BMW but they made it home safely.
Kathy and Margo seemed to get on with the children like a house on fire. As it was raining outside they were playing indoors and being very loud about it. I thought boys played noisily and girls played like little ladies. Shows you what I knew.
Emily demanded my assistance in the kitchen whilst she cooked a meal for nine. Stella and her husband would be there later. We were still in the habit of whoever picked the children up from school cooked the evening meal. It had become a tradition by then.
Actually I'm not too sure that I was of much assistance to Emily in the kitchen. I think I've said before that my cooking skills are not far short of being lethal, but Emily kept finding me menial tasks to perform. A couple of times Kathy and Margo offered their help, but they were politely told by Emily that they were guests and would not be needed.
It could be that I noticed a slight atmosphere there that evening. But later I thought I must have been mistaken, because Emily and the girls appeared to get on so well together. Over the next few days Margo and Kathy spent most of their time with Emily. She took more time off of work so that she could take them to their interview with my personnel manger and she took them flat hunting. It was only after about three days that I realised that I hadn't been alone with either of the girl's since I'd returned from Ireland; Emily always seemed to be around.
On my fifth day back I received a call from Inspector Morris. He told me that unexpectedly some significant progress had been made. There had been a police raid on a small film company's premises the previous day. Apparently quite a lot of interesting evidence had been recovered, but he said he couldn't enlarge at the time.
He went on to say that the investigation into the five men had turned now into an international affair with law enforcement agencys in several countries taking an active interest. He wouldn't say which ones though. But he added that he was no longer the senior British officer on the case. Although I'd known that the fraud squad had outranked him already. I think he was really telling me that he couldn't keep me abreast of what was going on in the future.
That afternoon just after I got home from the office, Kathy said she'd like to go visit her father that evening. I, of course, said I'd drive her and Margo over there. I really wasn't expecting the reaction I got from Emily or the girls, when I offered. The girls at first said they'd find their own way, but I wouldn't hear of them going to that area of London unescorted - well, not until they knew the ropes. Emily's tone was extremely sharp with me, right up until the girls and I left the house.
"I think we need to find somewhere to live quite quickly." Kathy said as we drove over to the pub.
"Oh, there's no real hurry girls. Wait until you find something you really like," I replied.
"I'm thinking that Emily will be climbing the walls by then!" Margo added from the back seat.
"What do you mean?" I asked.
"Tony, Emily has been very kind to us while we've being staying with you. But she's extremely jealous where you're concerned, and she certainly does not like either of us being alone with you."
"You know, Bridget said something about that the other day, but I can't understand why. Emily and I aren't actually married anymore; you and Margo have been a couple of really good friends to me. Besides if you were anything other than just my friends, there's nothing Emily would have to say on the subject. Let's face it, she doesn't really like me; she's only living in the house to be with Bridget."
"Do you really believe that?" Kathy asked.
"Of course I do! You must understand, girls, I was responsible for some very nasty things happening to Emily. That's why I am after those men; they really messed up my life when they decided to attempt to blackmail Emily.
"As for Emily being jealous, you could be right. But more than likely, not in the way you're thinking. Emily has had a really unhappy time of it and I believe she doesn't like the idea of me being too happy."
"But I thought Dad said you wanted to win her back?"
"Oh, make no mistake about it, I'd love to do that. But it would be safer for everyone if you don't hold your breath in the meantime. I know Emily, remember. Somehow I don't think she will ever forgive me."
I parked in a side street near The Royal Oak, and donning my donkey jacket - much to the girls' amusement - led them on the short walk to the pub. This time when I entered, I wasn't (apparently) noticed, although the girls were. The three of us were standing at the bar when Pat came over and joined us, giving both of the girls a fatherly hug.
"You heard anything?" Pat said to me as we all sat at a vacant table.
"Only that the police have raided that film company," I replied.
"Ah, they've cut you off, have they. My people from over the water tell me that three of the buggers have been picked up, one in the States and two in Spain. They are still looking for the other one. I don't think they'll bother with Garfield's uncle; from what I've heard he's going to be a goner any day now."
"Christ, that was quick!"
"Yeah, apparently there was all kinds of information in that safe. From what I've heard they have arrested them on money laundering charges to start with. But those guys were into just about everything. Drug smuggling, arms dealing, you name it, they had their hands in the pie."
I sat and mulled over what Pat had said whilst he talked to the girls. After a couple of hours, the girls and I left, with Pat telling me that he'd keep me informed of anything that he picked up from his Garda contacts.
When we arrived home, Emily was still up waiting for us, and she fell into conversation with the girls about what they and Pat had talked about. Emily, although she didn't mention it to me, was apparently well aware of who Pat was and that he'd helped me in some way in Ireland.
A couple of days later the girls moved into a nice flat about a mile away from my house and the following Monday both of them started work in my offices. I saw very little of them in the office, except for a couple of lunch times when I invited them to join Stella and myself for lunch.
Life at home returned to normal. Well, as normal as it could be under the circumstances. Emily was pleasant to me, that's really as far as it went. I tended to like it better when there were other people around, as Emily appeared to be much nicer to me when we had company.
Then one night as I was driving home - Stella was collecting the children that evening so I was going there for dinner - I passed the block that Kathy and Margo's flat was in. Out of the corner of my eye I spotted something; I almost didn't see it, but I thought I saw Emily's car parked in the buildings car park.
At the next roundabout I did a U-turn and went back. Sure enough, it was Emily's car but there was no sign of her. I did another U-turn and carried on to Stella's house, and half an hour later Emily arrived. I thought about asking Emily what she was doing at the girls' flat, but then I thought better of it. For all I knew she might not have been in the girls' flat, but in another one. That was a thought I wish I hadn't had.
++++++++++++++++
The fact that the three men had been arrested came out in the newspapers a few days later. The reason given for their arrest was that they were suspected of laundering drug money through companys they owned. To be honest it all sounded a little vague. The papers also suggested that officials were looking into their dealings on the London stock market but that was vague as well.
A couple of days after the story appeared in the newspapers, I came out of my office one evening to find Inspector Morris standing on the pavement waiting for me. I went over to say hello.
"John, there's someone who wants to speak to you. Have you got a few minutes?" he asked.
Then without waiting for my answer he led me to a Jaguar parked by the curb; the inspector opened the rear door and gestured for me to join the man already sitting in there. No sooner had I seated myself than inspector Morris closed the door and the car drove away.
"I'm afraid your little excursion took us completely by surprise, Mr Bartholomew. The inspector asked you to be patient and wait, but you decided to take things into your own hands. You realise you could be arrested for what you did over in Ireland."
Then the man produced a large manila envelope that he passed to me.
"Who are you and where are we going?" I asked. To be honest I was beginning to feel a little worried.
"You don't have to worry about who I am, Mr Bartholomew. I'm a servant of Her Majesty's Government; that's all you need to know. Going to Ireland was a dangerous thing for you to have done. But it did turn up the piece of information that we'd been looking for some time, so there wont be any repercussions for you or your friends. I'm afraid I can't say the same for Peter Garfield though.
"In that envelope are all the written records of your wife's conviction for wasting police time. It has been squashed. Letters of apology are on the way to her in the post. We thought you might wish to burn those files together. I'm afraid no official announcement is going to be made. We believe it could prove too dangerous.
"Although most of the people in question are in custody, I fear some of their associates will not be apprehended. If any of them know about what happened all those years ago, it wouldn't take them long to put two and two together and come up with the two of you. Well, we've enough dead bodys lying around already.
"Oh, yes, Mr Bartholomew, your action in Ireland did lead to the death of Peter Garfield. He was found shot dead last evening. There has also been a rather futile attempt on his uncle's life as well. Several other quite prominent businessmen and women have been killed in Europe whilst others have disappeared there and in the States. Whether of their own volition or not, we don't know yet.
"Now for what you and your wife will want to know. It could be that you're not going to be too pleased about what I'm going to tell you. The men in custody have been quite clever at what they have been doing, and we believe that the only charges that we will be able to make stick are gong to be for the laundering of drug money. The Yanks think they've got a good chance of getting them on illegal arms trading. And of course the one the Yanks like best, tax evasion. Uncle Sam does like his share of the cake.
"At the moment the plan is that the three that we have in custody will be tried in the UK for money laundering and some other illegal business practises they have got up to over here. We think they will go down for some time for those. Then the Yanks can have them and they should go down for even longer over there. Quite vindictive, the American courts."
"What about what they tried to do to Emily, and all those other women?"
"Ah, now, we haven't been able to understand what they were trying to achieve there. We know they did manage to blackmail quite a few women over the years. As far as we can gather they used to use the women's services as incentives for people to do business with them. But in later years they don't appear to have been doing that. It seems they were using the women for their own pleasure, and because they liked having control over them. They could be quite sadistic bastards when they wanted to be.
"Oh, and Peter Garfield wasn't as honest as he could have been with you there. Not surprising under the circumstances. He apparently liked to enjoy himself with those women as well. But I think we'd better not talk about that little excursion of yours and Mr Pat Connolly.
"The trouble we have is that their victims - well, the later ones that we've been able to trace - aren't enthusiastic about giving evidence against them. To be honest, we haven't found one who is even prepared to talk to us. They are all either too embarrassed or frightened of reprisals. Our boys have been moving in some very violent circles in the last few years."
"Now these three and the other one – Garfield - when we find him, are going to spend a very long time behind bars, that I can promise you. The best thing that you and your wife can do now is get on with your lives and try to forget about all that has happened in the past."



"Wouldn't it be nice if we could do just that," I replied, "but somehow I don't think it is ever going to happen."
"I'm sorry, Mr Bartholomew, but it's the best advice I can give you. Try to stay away from the courts when they are being tried if you can. At the moment we are pretty sure they don't know about your involvement in their arrest. It's safer for you and your wife if that's the way things remain."
"Did you find out why that second tape was sent to me?"
"We're not sure. Old man Garfield has been ill for sometime. He was the boss-man at one time. We think it could have been that there was a change of leadership in the gang some time back and the old man held a grudge. Then he found out he was dying and there is a possibility that he's been helped along the way, we can't be sure. Maybe something will turn up in the autopsy, but I doubt it.
"Honestly I think old man Garfield wanted you to do exactly what you did do and go to the police. The evidence in that safe was very selective there wasn't much on the old man himself, mainly the other men.
"We found a copy of the instructions he'd given his nephew to follow. He'd given him strict orders on what hotel to stay at and even on what rank he was to find the taxi on, to deliver the tape to you. It seems pretty obvious to us that the old man had intended that the police trace Peter quite easily. Then after the old boy died, Peter was to fly from Dublin to London using the same alias as he had the first time. We believe the old man was expecting us to follow Peter Garfield then and that's when he thought we'd get our hands on all that evidence."
"But surely by doing that, he would have implicated his nephew." I said.
"There's no honour among thieves, Mr Bartholomew. I can only assume that his nephew had upset the old boy sometime in the past. Now its up to you. I'd suggest you let justice take its course from now on and leave everything to us.
"By the way, you might like to inform Mr Connolly that, providing he keeps his nose clean, we are no longer interested in the whereabouts of Sean MacBride; Mr Connolly will understand what I'm talking about. Tell him what happened all those years ago is water under the bridge as far as we are concerned. The decision has been made that it would not be in the public interest to charge anyone over the event."
"I don't understand?"
"Don't worry, Mr Connelly will. Just make sure you tell him what I told you. Sean MacBride is one person we don't want to see or hear of again."
I suddenly realised the car had stopped beside my own car in the company car park.
"Well, good night and good bye, Mr Bartholomew. It's been so nice meeting you." The man said, holding his hand out for me to shake as at the same time the driver got out and then came around to open the door for me. "And remember, leave the rest of this to the professionals."
I stood there and watched the black Jaguar drive out of the car park followed by Inspector Morris's car. The inspector gave me a knowing look from the passenger seat as his car left.
Out of context here, the fourth man, Harcourt, had done a complete vanishing act and was never found whilst he was alive. Several years later, he turned up dead or more likely executed in Argentina. I learned of his death in an English language Argentinean newspaper that arrived out of the blue, in the post one day.
++++++++++++++++++++
I was late home to dinner that evening - Emily had collected the children from school - everyone else was eating when I entered the house. Both Emily and Stella were very curious as to where I had been, but I didn't want to discuss it over the dinner table in front of the children.
After dinner whilst Stella's husband kept the children busy in the lounge, I went though most of the afternoon's events with Emily and Stella in the kitchen.
"So they are not going to be charged for what they did to me?" Emily said when I had finished.
"No, I'm afraid not, Emily."
"Probably for the best, since the press might have gotten interested," Emily said almost nonchalantly.
"Who was this man?" Stella asked.
"I haven't got the faintest idea. He must work for the government but he made it plain that he wasn't going to tell me. But he did give me this," I said, pulling the file the man had given me out of my briefcase. "He said we might want to burn it together."
Emily looked through the file and I could see her face getting angry. Then she slammed the file shut and demanded that I get the Bar-B-Q lighting fluid before storming out of the back door. I looked at Stella for a moment but she nodded that I should do as Emily asked.
"Have you read this?" Emily demanded when I arrived at the Bar-B-Q.
"No, I haven't had the time," I replied.
"Good," she replied, then taking the lighting fluid from my hand she poured it on the file that was lying in the Bar-B-Q.
"Well, light it then!" she demanded.
So I set the papers alight and we watched the file burn to ashes. Emily cleaned out the Bar-B-Q afterwards and she was to never mention the incident or the file again.
But someone else was to tell me what that file contained, a year or so later.
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Chapter eight
I'm not sure, but I thought I noticed a slight change in Emily's behaviour towards me in the days following the burning of that police file. I wouldn't say her attitude softened; it was more like she was somehow frightened of me or nervous about something anyway. Really it is difficult to explain. When we spoke to each other about anything, she appeared to take a quick glance back at me after turning away, as if to check the expression on my face.
I know that Bridget picked up on this nervousness in Emily and asked me a couple of times whether Emily and I had had an argument, but I could only tell her that we hadn't. Looking back now I'm surprised that I never tied Emily's strange behaviour to the damned police file and her haste to destroy it. The look of relief on her face when I said I hadn't had time to even look at it, should - I suppose - have registered in my mind at the time. But for some reason I'd put it down to her knowing she no longer had a police record.
Something else that should have registered in my mind was that civil servants don't normally destroy records or hand them over to anyone else to destroy. Unless they've made a huge cock-up somewhere in the works, so whatever the guy in the big black limo claimed, I should imagine there's a copy of the file he gave me kicking around in London somewhere.
After a week or so, things at home returned to their strange normal. But I was beginning to think that we couldn't go on like that. In the end surely our strange home life was going to have some effect on Bridget. I'm not sure when I started making plans in my head, but it was a month or so after the file burning incident that I started covertly looking for a flat.
Asking Emily to move out of the house just wasn't in the cards. I thought it was only fair that she lived in the house with Bridget and I moved into a nearby flat from where I'd be quickly available for Bridget. This was one of the few times that I didn't discus my plans with Stella but she very quickly picked up that I was up to something. Stella could read me like a book, but, with everything that had gone on, I found it quite easy to fob her off though.
I'd found that I'd started going out on my own some evenings, I think to get away from the strange atmosphere in the house, and it could be that's when I first thought of the idea of moving out. Or it might have been the regular presence of Emily's car outside in the same block that the girls lived in. They had never mentioned that Emily was visiting them and I didn't ask, so I could only assume that she was going elsewhere. I can't be sure why I didn't ask the girls; maybe I didn't want to know the answer to that question.
I met up with Pat a couple of times for a quiet drink. The first time we met, I told him about what the man in the Jag had told me about Sean MacBride. Pat asked to repeat the message several times, then he sat back and smiled.
"Well now, that's something I never expected to hear, John. Sean MacBride died many years ago, but its nice to know that the police also consider him dead and buried and aren't looking for him any more. It puts a closure on things that should never have happened."
I asked Pat who Sean MacBride was, as I suspected that it was Pat's real name. But Pat, politely refused to answer my questions. I think I told you earlier that I knew that Connolly was not Pat or Kathy's real surname.
Pat asked me how things were going at home between Emily and myself; I could only tell him that they weren't going well. I almost let him in on my plans to move out of the house, but for some reason I didn't. Strange that, as I trusted that man more than anyone else in my life at that time. But I didn't even tell him of my plans.
I made sure that Emily, Bridget and I went out together - for a meal or to the cinema - at least twice a week. I was still hoping that Emily's attitude would change, but it didn't appear to in my opinion.
About four or maybe five times over the following few months Emily went out straight from work on Friday evenings. Other than asking her whether she'd had a nice time, I didn't enquire where she'd been, or whom she'd been with. I didn't think it was my place to.
But Bridget did in my hearing on a couple of occasions and she received - what I took to be - some very non-committal answers from Emily.
Then I began to notice that a couple of times, when it was Stella or my turn to pick up Bridget from school, Emily would turn up late for dinner. And on those occasions I didn't get the impression that she'd just come from the office either. After a few weeks I began to notice that this happened regularly every Tuesday and Thursday afternoon.
Some subtle enquiries made of Emily's employer who, as I've said before was a friend of mine, informed me that Emily was making full use of the flexitime working arrangements that had been initiated in his company. Respecting Emily's privacy, he wouldn't divulge to me Emily's actual working hours, or any time off that she had been taking during the day. Remember although he and I were friends, Emily and I, although we lived in the same house, were not married and he was well aware of that fact.
I think I made a mistake by asking him. Probably if I'd asked Stella to enquire, I would have discovered more; Stella can be a little subtler than I can. But we tend to think of these things after the fact, don't we?
I'm not sure when the idea came into my head but I was pretty sure that Emily had found someone at her place of employment that she was getting close to. I was also convinced that whoever it was, most likely lived in the same block as the girls. The fact that the girls blanked me when I made - what I thought - were subtle enquires about Emily's car being parked outside their block convinced me that I was on the right track. After all what would have been the problem in them telling me that she was visiting them.
Just to make sure, one evening when I knew the girls were going straight over to meet Pat from work, I swung past their flat on the way home. Sure enough Emily's car was parked in the car park and she arrived late for dinner at Stella's house again that evening. That was the clincher as far as I was concerned. It was time for me to go.
Well, then I had the unenviable task of telling everyone that I was moving out of the house. I believe I made a mistake there as well. I told Emily and Bridget when we were having dinner together one Sunday. Emily just sat and stared at me, whilst for a little while, Bridget - who didn't speak either - just sat looking from me to Emily and back for a long time before she spoke.
"Why, Dad?" Bridget asked.
"I'm sorry, Bridget, we can't go on like this. Your mother and I are two different people to who we were all those years ago. After what happened I don't think that we can ever be a family again like I'd hoped, and it's only fair that I go. Your mother has missed so much of your growing-up and I think she's the best person to guide you through these next few years."
Bridget went back to her looking between the two of us again; Emily hadn't broken her silence yet.
"Mother, you can't let Dad leave," Bridget finally said to Emily.
Emily looked at our daughter but still didn't say anything. Then she suddenly jumped out of her seat and ran from the room. I heard her run up the stairs and slam her bedroom door.
"I'm sorry, Bridget, but this just isn't working. Your mother and I need to move on with our lives now; whatever I feel in my heart, I have to let her go."
"But you love her, Dad!"
"Yes, I do, but she doesn't love me, Bridget. I've told you a thousand times I let your mother down very badly and I don't think she will ever be able to forgive me for doing that."
"But I'm sure that Mother does love you, Dad."
"Even if she does Bridget, love isn't everything. You have to have trust and I destroyed any trust your mother had in me many years ago."
"I'm going to talk to Mother," Bridget announced and left me alone with all the half-eaten meals.
I'd lost my appetite as well, so I cleared away the dishes and washed up. Then I went to my room and completed the rest of my packing. I'd been furtively packing my stuff up for the previous week.
Both girls were in Emily's room when I'd finished loading the car. They must have heard me carrying my bags down the stairs, but they didn't come out. I knocked on Emily's bedroom door quietly but neither answered me.
"I'm leaving now. I've left my new address on the kitchen table," I called through the door.
I couldn't think of anything else to say, so I started making my way down to the car. I had no sooner got to the bottom of the stairs, when Bridget came dashing down after me.
"Dad, wait! Don't go, please?" she begged.
"Bridget, I'm sorry but I have to. I've tried, but it just isn't working," I replied.
Then I kissed her and left for my flat.
+++++++++++++++++++++
"What the hell sort of game do you think you're playing?" Stella demanded as I walked into my office the following morning.
One look at her told me that Stella was really on the warpath. She had obviously heard from Bridget or Emily and I was in for the full works.
"Stella, it just wasn't working so I...."
"What wasn't bloody working?" Stella demanded.
"Well, you know, Emily and me."
"Christ, you know you're a bloody moron sometimes, Tony. What the hell did you think you were doing announcing that you were going to move out, and then ten minutes later you're gone."
"It wasn't quite that quickly."
"Not far off it, from what Bridget told us. Kathy, Margo and I've been round your place all damn night with Emily crying on our shoulders. Blimey, John, both Emily and Bridget are crying their eyes out. You know you can be a dammed insensitive bastard sometimes."
"But I...."
"None of your bloody buts. We are going to your house right now and sort this mess out. Don't you realise, in Bridget's eyes, its going to look like Emily has driven you away. And Emily is never going to forgive herself for separating you from Bridget."
"But that's not what I intended. I was giving Emily space and the opportunity to be with her daughter."
"What the hell does Emily want space for? She's not a bloody teenager."
"Well, she's not comfortable with me around, I'm dammed sure of that! And I think she's got more chance of finding someone if I'm not there than she would have if I was."
"Find someone! Who the hell is she supposed to be looking for?"
"Well, someone to love, I suppose!"
Stella stood up and went over to my office door. She opened it and stared at the sign fixed to it for a couple of moments. Then she looked back at me.
"Anthony Bartholomew, Company Chairman." She read out-loud. Then she slammed the door shut again.
"Tony, how did you manage to become chairman of this damned company when you can't understand your own wife. Don't you think that Emily had all the bloody space she needed in the last ten years? Did you ever hear her talk of any of her conquests whilst you two were apart."
"No. But...."
"What is it with you and these buts all the time. Tony, Emily, no matter how she behaves towards you, is still your wife in her mind and she loves you. I'll give you that there is something troubling her, but you'd better believe me, she still loves you. She always has!"
"I know what is troubling her, Stella. She can't trust me. Emily needs to find someone she can put her trust in."
"Total codswallop, Tony. Emily has being doing her best to sort her problems out and then you... you walk out and bloody abandon her again. Damn it man, didn't she come running home the moment you invited her to? After the way you'd treated her, didn't you find that even the slightest bit surprising?"
"No. Well, if you think about it, it was surprising. But by living at my house, she was close to Bridget and could get back into her life."
"Look, Tony, Emily's been seeing a counsellor for months now. He's been trying to help her sort out her problems."
"What, a psychiatrist?"
"Yes. No. Well, I suppose so. I'm not up on these things. She's been seeing him on Tuesdays and Thursdays every week. Didn't you ever wonder why she was late those nights or why it worked out that I always picked the children up."
"Don't tell me his office is in the same block Kathy and Margo live in."
"No, the building next door, I believe. Margo told me that she fixed it up for Emily, although I believe the guy lives a couple of doors away from the girls' flat. From what I've heard he's taken quite a shine to Margo."
"Oh, hell, why didn't anyone say something to me?"
"Because Emily asked us not to, I should imagine. She asked me not to tell you. As to why she chose not to tell you, only Emily can answer that question for you. So I think we'd better go to your house and you can ask her."
"But what about those evenings she's being going out?"
"So what's your problem there. Emily goes out for a drink with Kathy and Margo, and a bit of a laugh. Don't you ever go out of the house in the evenings?"
"Well, yes, you know I do."
"And you aren't chaperoned by two of Emily's friends, are you? What the hell are you worried about there?"
"She never said who she was going with."
"Did you even ask?"
"Um... no, I didn't. Emily's got the right to do what she wants. It wasn't really my business."
"Perhaps if you had asked, it would have shown her that you care. And then you just up and move out of the house. Didn't you think there was a slight possibility that Emily thought you were meeting someone when you were out on your own in the evenings. That's obviously what you thought she was doing. Now come on, let's get back to your house and sort this mess out."
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
When I pulled into the drive Bridget came running out of the house and threw her arms around me the moment I got out of the car. Stella got out and went into the house leaving my daughter and I standing there. After Bridget had calmed down a little I managed to extract myself from her arms and we followed Stella inside.
Kathy and Margo were coming down the stairs as we entered. I'll not discuss the looks both girls gave me, neither actually spoke. Kathy put her arm around Bridget and led her into the lounge. I gathered that Emily was upstairs so I made my way up there. It was then that I realised just how insensitive a person I really was. Emily wasn't in her own room; she and Stella were in mine.
There was significance in their location, which suddenly hit home to me. That room had been my space in the house and Emily had chosen to be in there. Emily had chosen to be as close as possible to me.
I entered the room slowly. I'm not sure that Emily had any idea that I'd arrived. With a gesture of my head I asked Stella to leave us alone. Emily who was lying on her stomach on the bed did not look up until she heard Stella close the door behind her.
"I'm sorry, Emily," was all I could think of to say.
Emily looked at me with tears streaming down her face but didn't say anything. So I lay down beside her and took her in my arms.
Emily still didn't speak; she just placed her head on my shoulder and lay there crying for a long time without saying anything. After some time her sobs grew quiet and she fell asleep. It was not a restful sleep for Emily; she did a lot of mumbling but I couldn't make out what she was saying.
It was lunchtime when Stella brought up some coffee for me and tea for Emily. Stella and the girls had looked in several times during the morning. But I signalled them to let Emily sleep; from what Stella had told me she hadn't slept much during the night.
Emily was woken by the sound of Stella closing the door. She sat up and looked at me.
"I've made a real mess of it, haven't I?" she finally said to me.
"I'd say we've both made a mess of things for a long time now Emily. I wanted you back into my life and maybe I went about it all wrong."
"No, I couldn't let go of my anger until..." Emily stopped talking and looked sort of vacant for a few seconds. "Until I realised that you were gone again."
"I thought that was what you really wanted, Emily..."
"No, Tony, I just want all of this never to have happened. But there was so much hurt. I couldn't let go of it. Do you know I've been seeing a counsellor?"
"So I gather, but why didn't you tell me? I misread what you were being so secretive about, Emily. I thought you'd found some..."
"No, Tony, I could never do that. You've been the man in my life for so long."
"After what I did to you?"
"You didn't do that. Those animals did that to both of us. It hurt me that you didn't believe me, but when I..." Emily stopped talking again.
"When you what, Emily?"
She looked into my eyes. "Tony, I love you. Can't we forget everything that's happened in the past?"
"If you want to, Emily, I'd only be too pleased to have you back as my wife. It's you who has to be sure, not me."
"I'm sure, Tony," Emily said and lent forward to kiss me.
It might sound odd to some people, but that was all there was to it. Well, almost! For the next hour or so Emily and I were rolling around the bed like a couple of teenagers. Complete with all the usual fumbling around. Suddenly the last ten years and what had happened were not important anymore. Or at least they didn't seem to be. Needless to say the tea and coffee went un-drunk and got cold.
+++++++++++++++
We were prompted to finally leave the bed by the sound of an extremely noisy vehicle exhaust as it pulled up outside the house. I'm not sure what made me look out the window, but when I did, I saw Pat getting out of his old Transit pickup.
"It's Pat Connolly," I replied to Emily, when she asked who it was.
"What's Pat doing here?" She asked.
"Probably come by to kick my arse for me. I think everyone is after my blood now. Come on, we'd better have a shower and go downstairs, so I can face the music."
"Together?" Emily asked.
"Can you think of a better way?"
What I can only call a wicked grin came on Emily's face.
"Sounds like fun, but I thought the idea was to go down a see what Pat wants." She grinned back at me.
"Don't go thinking of getting too kinky, girl. The on-suite shower cabinet in here isn't that big."
"We'd better use the family one then," she replied, still smiling.
"Not today, Emily. If you like I'll get a bigger one fitted in here in the long term. But we can't go running around the house naked with Bridget and everyone here."
We had a quick shower together, in that tiny cubical - albeit with the pair of us giggling like school kids. Then we got dressed and went down to face Bridget and our friends, who were all in the kitchen drinking tea and coffee.
Emily was firmly attached to my right arm when Bridget noticed us and came running over, almost knocking everybody else's drinks off of the table as she did so. Surprisingly no one said very much. I think all that needed to be said was conveyed by facial expressions. For which read big grins on everyone, but Emily and my faces. The two of us, I think, were looking quite embarrassed as it was obvious to everybody in the room just what we'd been doing for the last hour or so.
"Hi, Pat. To what do we owe the pleasure of you company?" I finally asked. Well, someone had to say something.



"Kathy was saying that you might be having a nice little flat to sub-let and I was thinking it might be in a nicer part of town than where I live now. And, of course it would be closer to the girls," Pat answered, still grinning at me.
"Kathy could be right there, Pat," I replied.
"Good. Give us your flat keys and we'll go and get you stuff in Dad's truck, It'll save you going," Kathy said holding out her hand.
"But you don't know where it is."
"Flat 12, Victoria Place!" Margo announced. "If Stella hadn't brought you home, we'd have been waiting there for you after work. Now let's have those keys and we'll get going."
+++++++++++++++++++++
Well, they did. They had me moved back into the house in a couple of hours. Stella took Bridget home with her that night and left Emily and me alone together. Like a second honeymoon.
There were a lot of things that Emily and I should have discussed, but we didn't. For the time being at least we'd put everything behind us and looked only to the future. And for the next eight or nine months or so everything did look like it was working out wonderfully for us. Well, I thought so. I know I was as happy as I had been when Emily and I had first married.
It was very strange to get back to regular love making with the woman you love, especially when she'd been so close, but so far away for sometime.
Over the following months Emily was reintroduced to all the members of my family, with a lot of embarrassment on my family's side and a very forgiving and willingness to forget attitude on Emily's behalf; things went quite smoothly. Bridget always made sure she was in attendance and with the help of Kathy and Margo who she always managed to rope in when the occasion required. The girls managed to work in some extremely subtle changes to the subject being discussed sometimes.
Things didn't go anywhere near as smoothly with Emily's family though; there was a strained atmosphere when her own family visited us. They came over quite often to see their grand daughter. It wasn't surprising really; they had taken my side in the divorce all those years ago and had virtually cast Emily out.
I know they hadn't been around when Emily needed them. But then again, neither had I. But I'm pretty sure Emily is never going to forgive their behaviour.
Things at home were going pretty good, although Emily was still seeing Margo's counsellor friend, Darren. I got to know the guy quite well as he and Margo had gotten engaged in the ensuing months.
Everything appeared to be going well but! There always has to be a "but", doesn't there? Then the first of the trials for those guys came up and I very soon began to pick up that Emily was worrying about something again. It was those little furtive looks in my direction that I caught now and again, and she had turned very jumpy. Something about her whole demeanour told me she wasn't happy again.
When I asked Emily what was wrong, she denied there was any problem and said it was down to pressure at work. Bullshit, because I'd enquired of her boss and he'd assured me that there was nothing she could be worrying about at the office.
The next obvious person to talk to was Darren. But you know what his answer was: patient confidentiality. He couldn't discuss Emily's case with me and he went as far as saying he was not going to tell Emily I'd enquired. In saying that, it was obvious to me that he knew what Emily's problem was and that it was something she didn't want me to be aware of. I won't go into how I came about that conclusion, but to me it was obvious.
I did talk things over with Stella, Kathy and Margo, and each of them tried to talk to Emily about it, but she wouldn't open up to them either. Darren stonewalled Margo on the subject as well.
It was Kathy who came up with the idea of me asking Pat to have a chat with Emily, to see whether she'd open up to him. As I said Emily had only tentative contact with her own family. Pat had not only been playing a father figure to Margo and Kathy, but appeared to have taken Emily and myself under his wing as well.
Pat had taken to playing golf with me on most Sunday mornings. Talk about surprise, he'd wiped the floor with me the first few times I'd played a round against him. Certainly made me pull my socks up and look to my game, I can tell you.
So one Sunday after our game I tackled the subject of Emily with him at the nineteenth. I told him that I was sure that something was worrying her and whatever it was I was beginning to worry that it involved me. I told him I didn't want to lose her again.
Pat said he'd try to talk to Emily about it, when the opportunity presented itself. But he went on to tell me that he would respect any confidence that Emily placed on him. I told him that I would expect him to, but he should impress on Emily that I was worried that something could come between us again and I didn't want that to happen.
A strange atmosphere developed in the house over the next few weeks. I'd already cancelled my morning newspaper delivery, and Bridget and I tried to avoid newscasts on the television. I'm not sure that it was a good idea or whether Bridget picked up the idea from me. I was trying to shut out any mention of the big court case going on, in case it upset Emily. I'm pretty sure that Emily knew what we were doing, but she didn't say anything.
One afternoon I was sat in the office when Stella took a call from Pat. The call was short with Stella, after she'd said hello to Pat, saying little more than affirmatives.
"Pat wants us to meet him at his flat right away. Emily is going to collect the children today," she said as she replaced the handset.
I think I just looked at Stella.
"Sounds to me like he met Emily at lunchtime. This could be what you've been waiting for."
"But am I going to like what Pat tells me?"
"Think abut it, Tony, if it was something that you didn't want to hear, would Pat tell you?" Stella suggested.
"If it was anyone else but Pat, I might agree with you. But with Pat I'm not so sure," I replied.
"I'm sure he's got Emily and your best interests at heart."
"Emily's I'm sure of! Mine? Well, let's just say Emily's I'm sure of," I replied as I picked up my jacket.
+++++++++++++++
Fifteen minutes later Stella and I were sitting in the kitchen of, what was now, Pat's flat. Stella was watering down the mug of tea that Pat had made us. I'm damn sure you could spread Pat's tea on bread.
"Okay, Tony, I've spoken to Emily and I know what's been troubling her. But before I tell you I want you to tell me some things," Pat said.
"Whatever you want to know, Pat," I replied.
"Oh, it's not what I want to know. It's what you know or think that counts here. Tell me about Emily."
"Well, what's to tell? You know her pretty well by now."
"No, Tony, I want you to tell me about the Emily you married, not the Emily who's living in your house now. The woman you fell in love with and married."
"Oh, I see. Yeah she's changed a lot, what with everything that's happened!" I replied.
"Well?" Pat said.
I'm not sure why, but I took a quick glance in Stella's direction; maybe I was looking for guidance or moral support, but Stella was poker faced and said nothing. Then I sat back and remembered happier times and the Emily that I'd married.
"Well, she was the most beautiful girl in the world. Vivacious, funny and outgoing; always impeccably groomed and dressed in the latest fashions. Everybody liked her. Damn it, she could have had the pick of any man she wanted, but she chose me."
"What do you mean when you say outgoing?"
"Well, you know, she had every guy in the bloody world trying to chat her up and ... well, she played up to them."
"She flirted with them?" Pat asked as if needing clarification.
"Well, yes, to be honest she did. Emily could be a terrible flirt, but it was just how she was, she was never serious about it. Most guys knew she was just playing around."
"Was she promiscuous?"
Pat's question annoyed me.
"No, she bloody wasn't!" I said angrily. "Before we started going steady, Emily would kiss and cuddle the guys, but that was as far as it went. She was a virgin on our wedding night, I'll have you know."
"Oh, I believe you, Tony, make no mistake. I just want to know what you thought of Emily back then."
"I fell head over heels in love with her the first time I met her."
"Did she flirt with you?"
"You're not kidding she did. But she flirted with all the guys. I know that some of the other girls didn't like the way she could wrap the guys around her finger, but that was Emily."
"After you got engaged, did she still flirt?"
"Well, yes, but I don't think quite a badly as she had done. I can't say it didn't annoy me a first but kind of got used to it in the end. I knew she didn't mean anything by it."
"So you never got jealous?"
"Oh, yeah, sometimes I did, but as I said, I got used to it after a while. Emily would apologise and try not to do it on purpose. I don't think she could help herself; it was in her makeup. To tell the truth it was quite funny watching the guys running around after her sometimes. I knew none of them would get lucky."
"That isn't what you thought when that first video turned up though, is it?"
"Well, no, but that was completely different."
"So when she was just flirting with guys, you didn't mind because you thought she was behaving herself. But when that tape turned up, you were convinced she did more than flirt."
"Yeah, well, I suppose so. Look, I wasn't an angel by any means; I used to flirt with all the girls, as well you know. But I didn't... I wouldn't have done anything like that and I couldn't understand why Emily would. That's what upset me so much. I loved her."
"Yeah, well, some folks don't think like you do and that's Emily's problem now," Pat said.
"I don't understand what you are getting at."
"Look, I don't really know how to explain this," Pat said, then he thought for a few moments.
"You know, there's some people who say if a woman wears revealing clothes, like a short skirt or gets drunk, she's asking to get raped."
"Come on, Emily wore the latest fashions, but nothing too revealing," I retorted angrily.
"Let me finish and don't jump to conclusions, Tony. What I'm saying is that people will think all kinds of things. Why do you think those guys thought they could blackmail Emily?"
"I haven't got the faintest idea," I replied.
"Well, do you think it was her behaviour? You know, they saw her flirting all the time and came to the conclusion that she... well, to put it simply, Emily was putting it about a bit," Pat suggested.
"Well, I suppose that they might have assumed that," I replied. "Yeah, I can see that they might have thought she was easy and they thought they could use that against her. But she wasn't easy, was she?"
"Of course she wasn't! But they didn't know that and that's why they probably tried to blackmail her," Pat retorted. "But to make things worse, as far as Emily understands it, most of the women in that office thought she was promiscuous as well. I should imagine most probably through jealousy. Emily comes into the firm and all the guys are running around at her beck and call. You said yourself she was very pretty."
"Yeah, I can imagine," I replied, "she'd have had all the guys in the office running around like lost sheep. She always did have that effect on men," I said smiling to myself now.
I could remember seeing Emily in action. My mind conjured up the picture of a very pompous and hoity-toity maître de at one of the best restaurants in town - after having told me that there weren't any tables available - melting before my eyes when Emily asked him to find us one. I think we finished up with the best table in the place. And then there was the night I was caught by the police, speeding in the car. Emily flashed her eyes at him and, well, I watched the copper tear up the speeding ticket he'd been writing with a smile on his face.
"Well!" Pat said, bringing me back to reality. "There we have Emily's problem! When she first went to the police with her allegations, the police quite naturally questioned everyone who worked in those offices and the story they got from all the women was that Emily was a slut who'd bedded half the men in the place."
"Do bloody what? You must be kidding me," I said in astonishment.
"No, that's what it said in that police report that you burnt. You didn't read it?"
"I didn't have time. I gave it to Emily the moment I walked through the door. She took a quick look at it and then burnt it," I explained to Pat.
"That's understandable, Emily wanting to do that, but it's a damned shame she did. From what she said, the first things she read were interviews with a couple of the women in the office who accused her of trying to lay every guy in the place. Emily got angry and asked you to burn the file. She didn't want you to read lies like that."
"Are you sure they were lies?" Stella asked.
I looked at Stella.
"Don't look at me like that, Tony. I'm playing devil's advocate here," Stella said in her defence.
"Oh, yeah, Stella, I'm sure they are lies alright," Pat replied to Stella. "Look, Tony, I've known Emily for at least seven years now; ever since she first started working in the café. I'll tell you now that if she had been the kind of woman who'd jump into bed with any guy at the drop of a hat, she wouldn't have been working in a dump like that. More than once, she's had us throw guys out who'd propositioned her. There were plenty of them who wanted to set Emily up in a nice flat somewhere as their mistress."
"You're kidding me?"
"On my mothers grave, Tony. Emily is a fine looking woman, no matter how she tried to dress down. And be-Jesus, if that smile of hers doesn't make any man feel like a king. She could have had the pick of the bunch. Just because it was a working-man's café, now don't you go thinking that all those flash guys with money didn't stop by for breakfast on their way to their fine offices. Or on their way home from a night out on the town."
"Oh, my, poor Emily!" Stella suddenly said.
Pat and I both looked at her, waiting for her to explain her sudden comment.
"I think I've worked out what Emily's problem is, Tony. She's afraid, isn't she, Pat?"
"I believe you're right there, Stella," Pat answered.
"Tony, Emily thinks she brought everything that has happened on herself. She thinks that one day you are going to come to the same conclusion and then... well, her world will fall apart again!"
"You've lost me," I said.
"Pat, Emily didn't flirt with anyone in that café, did she?" Stella asked.
"Not even once to my knowledge." Pat replied.
"Tony, you said yourself, Emily was a flirt."
"Well, so was I!"
"Yes, but your flirting didn't lead to some arsehole - excuse my language - trying to blackmail you into being a prostitute and having your whole world collapse around you. Emily is waiting for the other shoe to fall and she's expecting that something is going to be said in one of those court cases that's gong to make you start blaming her again for everything that happened."
"But that's nonsense, I just want the woman I married back. Damn it, if she'd just flirt once with some guy, I'd be as happy as a sandman. It would show me I had the woman I love back."
"Stella's right on that one, Tony. Emily thinks that any day now you are going to hear about what those girls at the office said about her and then you are going to throw her out again," Pat added.
"But that's ridiculous, damn it! I love the woman. How do I convince her?"
"I don't think you can convince her, Tony. Self-blame is a bugger of a thing to live with, I can promise you. I blamed myself for what happened to Kathy's mother and the rest of my family for a long time. All you can do is keep reassuring her," Pat said.
"Does she know that you are meeting me today, Pat?"
"No, it's taken me a long time to get her to talk. But I was careful of what I said to her. I didn't promise her I wouldn't tell you. I think I knew what her problem was because I'd felt the same way as she does now, at one time. I got her to talk to me by telling her my story and she told me hers. I believe she thought she was telling me in confidence, but I purposely didn't promise her anything. I hope your not going to let on that I told you."
"I won't tell her, that I promise you, but that doesn't mean she won't work it out at sometime. Anyway I think I know one thing I can do that might help to put her mind at rest. I should have done it sometime back; I don't know if it will work but I'm going to start the moment I get home. Stella, we need to get back to the office. I've got some typing for you to do. Thanks for your help, Pat. Damn it, man, I'm always thanking you."
+++++++++++++++
Stella and I were late for dinner that night, but nobody commented. After the meal Stella told Bridget that she was going home to her house for the night, as Emily and I had things to talk about. After they had all left I could feel the tension in Emily.
Emily was sitting in one of the armchairs in the lounge; I sat opposite her and placed my briefcase on the table.
"Emily, things can't go on like this much longer," I said to her.
I could almost see the tears welling up in her eyes.
"What do you mean?" she finally squeaked out.
"Well, you and me living here in sin."
Emily cocked her head to one side and a look of confusion came over her face.
"I think a quiet ceremony without too many guests would be best. What do you think?"
"Are you asking me to marry you again?"
"With a couple of provisos, yes."
The smile that had started to appear on Emily's face disappeared again.
"What kind of conditions are you making?" she asked.
"Oh, just a little prenuptial agreement. They don't mean much in British courts, but it will make it clear how we both feel. Here, I think you'd better read it before you make any decisions."
I took the agreement that Stella had typed up for me out of my briefcase and gave it to Emily. She read it through slowly.
"But this says here that this house will be mine, all your savings are going to be in my name and you are going to relinquish all parental rights over Bridget to me."
"Yeah, that's about it."
"But why?"
"To prove to you that I love you, and I never intend to let you get away from me again. No matter what happens in the future, or what some people might claim to have happened in the past. Emily, I trust you implicitly no matter what anyone says. Now how about letting me put this on you finger?" I said, taking an engagement ring I'd brought out of my pocket.
Emily looked at the new ring and began to cry. Then quite suddenly she appeared to get her emotions under control, she jumped out of the chair, ran from the room and upstairs.
"Bugger!" I thought, "We've been here before."
But then I heard her clumping back down the stairs again, in those high heels she always wears.
"Can't we use this one?" she said as she entered the room. Then she handed me the box that contained our original engagement ring.
"Whatever you wish, Emily. But before I put it on your finger I want to ask you something."
Emily looked just a little worried again.
"Is there any chance we might see the fun loving Emily that we used to know? You know, the girl who had the men chasing after her all the time."
"What are you saying, Tony?"
"It's very simple, Emily. When those bastards tried to blackmail you, they had to use forged evidence. Now one has to ask oneself the question why they needed to do that? There's only one answer, isn't there? They couldn't get the goods on the woman they were trying to blackmail because there were no indiscretions to find. I know for sure that with the facilities they had at their disposal, if there was anything for them to find, they would have found it and I'm damned sure filmed it as well. But there wasn't anything for them to film, was there, Emily? That faked up bit of film is the only proof that I need that you never did anything that you shouldn't have.



"Emily, when we met and married, you were vivacious and fun loving. One of your favourite pastimes was to flirt with just about every guy who came in contact with you and that's the woman I'd like to marry again."
For just a couple of minutes, Emily stared at me without saying anything.
"You really mean that?"
"Yes, Emily, you asked me once if we could forget the past. I will always have trouble living down the fact that I didn't trust you when I should have done. But I would like you to stop thinking that you brought it all on yourself. I'd like to spend the rest of my life with the Emily I married all those years ago.
+++++++++++++++++
Emily and I went before a registrar less than a week later. Then we flew out to Tenerife for our honeymoon. I can't say it's been a smooth ride since, but I know that Emily is happy now.
Margo married Darren in the end. She had the poor guy running around like a tit in a trance for a while. Emily still has the odd session with Darren; Christ alone knows what they talk about but Emily always comes home smiling.
Kathy? She married a Protestant Irish doctor she met whilst visiting Pat at the hospital when he was in there having a heart bypass done.
Bridget's away at Uni. I worry a bit there, because Bridget's just as good looking as her mother was at her age and she has developed the same vivacious character. Damn it, when she's home for the holidays, she ties up the phone all the time with guys calling her and she appears to con a different guy into driving her home every time she comes. They all seem to have that gooey-eyed look about them that the guys used to get around Emily when we were young.
Emily and I get along fine now, although sometimes I catch her watching me with a far away look on her face. One time when I asked what she was thinking, she smiled and said. "Oh, just how lucky I am to have a man who would risk his life for me."
"But I told you, there was never any real danger when I was in Ireland."
"So you say, Anthony. But from what Pat and Kathy told me, you didn't know that!" she replied.
Then she got out of the chair she was sitting in and held out her hand to me.
"Let's go up to the bedroom and I'll show you how much I love you."
Life goes on.
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I thank my LadyCibelle and Techsan for their patience, proof reading, editing skills and of course encouragement they always give me. As I've been known to fiddle with stories, after they've seen it. I take full responsibility for the content and any cock-ups in this story.
While I'm at it I think I'd better thank all my friends out there, who write to me and encourage me to continue writing and posting these demented ravings of mine. Your emails are greatly appreciated.
This is not a stroke story, so if you were looking for one of those kind-of tales, I would suggest you'd bet better served looking elsewhere.
Author's notes: - Winkle = Edible marine gastropod mollusc the meat of which is extracted from the shell with a little difficulty using a small pointed instrument (needle or pin). Hence, winkle out = extract information etc. I winkled the information out of him/her. - In flagrante delicto (Latin) = in the very act of committing an offence.
All right, this one has been done before, but I'm in the mood for rehashes lately. I might well have bitten off more than I can chew here, so this could well be a little difficult to read, but I had some fun writing it. I'll just ask the reader to be careful about what you are actually reading though. If things start not to make sense, think very carefully about what's going on. I'm pretty sure that you've all been there sometime in your life.
*
It really wasn't an easy scene for me to watch, so I didn't stand there for very long. Slowly and with a sick feeling in my stomach, I turned back into the crowd of revellers and began to make my way out of the club.
You know it wasn't as if I was just angry, there was a terrible feeling of disappointment I felt as well. I'd just seen the two people who I thought were my closest and most trusted friends standing on the dance floor kissing and cuddling each other. One, the woman I loved and I'd thought I was about to become my wife. The other, my oldest friend and confidant, the guy I was just about to set up a business partnership with. You know you really have to trust someone if you're going into business with them, the same kind of trust you need to have in a woman when you decide to ask her to marry you.
Damn it, it looked like I'm just fucking useless when it came to picking the people I put my trust in. Both of these two had let me down, just like the first woman I'd asked to marry me had.
How come I'd discovered them in that clinch on the dance floor? Well, you see, in theory I shouldn't have even been anywhere near there. It was the old story of the guy coming home unexpectedly a day early and catching the mouse.... No, hang on there, the fox and the mouse at play.
Frankie and I were just about to set up as agents in the UK for a Korean company, which was planning on moving into Europe in a big way. I'd been on a visit to Holland to meet up with the Koreans and a few of the guys who were hoping to be agents for them in some of the other EU countries. Well, things had gone pretty well and, I'm going to be honest, the whole damn thing kind of turned into one big party. I'd got on very well with a couple of French guys and a Spaniard; we'd kind-a tied one on a bit.
I'm not sure how the subject had come up, but during the afternoon I'd mentioned that I'd had to cancel my engagement party to make it to the conference. Now I'm pretty sure that if Jose had been sober he'd wouldn't have suggested the idea, and if I'd been sober I'd have turned him down flat anyway. But I had vague memories of four rather drunken guy's climbing into that little Cessna so that Jose could fly us all home. Looking back, I'm surprised that no one at the airfield had realised just how pissed we all were, and didn't stop us from flying.
As it was I had jumbled recollections that we were crossing the North Sea. I believe I did get a little worried; I'm not sure if it was Jose's condition that worried me, or if it was the fact that my bottle of Scotch was empty. Anyway we made it to our town's local amateur airfield. Jose, Jacques and the other guy refused my offer to stop over and promptly took off again, disappearing in the general direction of Wales.
I'd think I called Lydia's mother, who told me that she'd gone out with her girl friends for the evening. Now as there were only three places with any nightlife in town, I'd found her at my second stop. Damned if I can remember how I got there though. The trouble was that when I did, I'd bloody found her making whoopee on the dance floor with my prospective partner.
One thing I couldn't get my head around was that Frank, the guy I'd just seen holding my intended bride in his arms, had been the one who had tried to tell me not to marry my first wife Fiona. When I'd told him we were getting married, he'd gone all quiet on me for a while and it had taken me sometime to winkle out of him that he thought I was making a big mistake. But I couldn't persuade him to enlarge.
That conversation was to cause a rift between us that lasted a lot longer than the marriage to Fiona did.
My marriage that I thought had started out very well - hey, we had a brand new house and Fiona fell pregnant within four months - lasted exactly two years from church to divorce court. It turned out that Fiona was one of those women who couldn't keep her legs crossed. Whether Frank knew or he just didn't trust her, I never did find out. When we became friends again, neither of us ever brought the subject of Fiona up again.
Okay, so you're all itching to find out how I discovered that Fiona was - well, to put it bluntly, a slut. I must tell you that it has very little bearing on this story, other than to give you an insight into my state of mind. Which is very important!
To tell you the truth, I didn't discover that Fiona was a slut who was cheating on me. The credit for that discovery has do go to our next-door neighbour Bridget. I came home from work one evening and as I turned into the street where my house was, a police car passed me. I watched the thing, as it tore down our suburban street at breakneck speed and came to a stop beside a crowd of people who were standing on the pavement outside my house.
When I arrived on the scene, one officer was restraining Bridget, whilst in the middle of my front lawn, another officer was attempting to tend to the injuries of a rather excited and somewhat dishevelled Fiona. Unfortunately Fiona was making a very good job of fighting off his ministrations. It didn't take very long for the extremely verbal Bridget to inform me that Fiona and Bridget's husband had been playing a cosy game of house together.
The occupants of the second police car to arrive were pretty quick in discovering the comatose body of Bridget's husband. He was found lying in my rear garden, stark naked and with a lump the size of a cricket-ball on his head, where apparently Bridget had hit him with a rolling pin.
A side point that has nothing to do with this story at all: Fellas, if your missis is Irish or even has a drop of the Gaelic in her blood, don't go fucking around on her behind her back! Damn, those Irish girls can have some bloody temper on them.
Anyway back to the story. It soon became apparent that Bridget had sneaked into the back door of my house, where she had discovered her husband and Fiona in flagrante delecte, no, flagrente dilicto. Oh, bugger, you know where we're going here; they were fucking like a pair of bunny rabbits from Bridget's description.
Anyway Bridget was just a little bit peeved when she discovered them and she chased her wayward husband out of the house, apparently raining blows on him with her rolling pin as she did so, until finally she'd knocked the arsehole clean out in the rear garden.
Whilst Bridget was otherwise occupied, Fiona had decided that making herself scarce would be the prudent thing to do. Fiona had thrown some clothes on, and was in the process of making her escape through the front door when Bridget, having dealt with one of the adulterers, found the time to deal with the other. Somehow Bridget had lost her rolling pin, when it had become imbedded in the windscreen of Fiona's car. It was apparent that the two women then entertained the growing crowd of concerned(?) neighbours, with a traditional catfight.
From the look of the two girls' clothes, or should I say the lack of them, it had nearly got to the point where it could be called pornographic. It appears that besides trying to pull each other's hair out and scratch their opponent's eyes out, they had tried to remove each other's clothing as well, one small piece at a time; from what I could see they very nearly succeeded, before the police arrived and stopped play. It took three ambulances to take all the protagonists to three separate hospitals, for safety's sake, the police informed me later me later.
For economy of words and as this story isn't really about Fiona and me. Both women were charged with public order offences and with assaulting police officers. The police did ask me if I wanted to charge Fiona with assaulting me as well, as it had fallen to me to calm her down in the end and I hadn't gotten away completely unscathed. Actually when she saw it was me she was fighting with, Fiona fainted, probably because she realised the bubble was about to burst.
Anyway Bridget was charged with GBH on her husband as well. Fiona and I divorced pretty quickly, although the arguments over maintenance slowed things down a bit and the paternity case went on for a year or so. But DNA tests were to prove that I was no relation to Fiona's son, or the daughter she bore seven months after her fight with Bridget. Quite a disappointment really, as I was just about getting used to the idea of being a daddy.
Oh, neither child had the same father and out of interest, Bridget's husband didn't sire either of the children either. God only knows what happened to Bridget's marriage and I didn't really care. I did kick the shit out of Bridget's husband outside one of the local pub's one night; strange but there were never any ramifications to that one. I never could understand that, as he knew full well who it was that worked him over that night. Perhaps the bastard found a conscience, or maybe he was just relieved that he didn't have to keep looking over his shoulder any more.
Fiona does have a bit of a habit of turning up at my place now and again, asking me whether I can forgive her and take her back; some bloody hopes she's got.
Thinking about that, and what I'd discovered about Lydia and Frank in that night club, I'm beginning wonder whether I've got a bloody big sign on my back that says "MUG" in great big letters. You know, is there something about my personality that tells folks this stupid bastard can be taken for a bleeding ride?
Okay, enough of the history; back to the real story. There I was walking out of the club, totally pissed-off with the world and just about everyone in it, when Sharon, one of the girls who's always kicking around the local club scene comes up to me. Sharon's a nice, pretty girl, but she appears to spend most of her time in a state of permanent inebriation. Christ knows how the girl ever finds her way home at night. No, that's a silly question, Sharon probably gets a "ride" home quite easily; she just has to figure out who's bleeding bed she has woken up in, in the morning.
Damn it, there I go digressing again. Anyway Sharon comes up - correction, "staggers" up to me - mumbles her normal greeting, "Hello, Handsome." And then she throws her arms around my neck and proceeds to try to lick and suck my tonsils out; you get the general idea. Now this wasn't actually an unusual thing for Sharon to do, because she is a very friendly girl, but it always is a little disconcerting. You never knew who or what had been in that mouth of hers earlier in the evening. No, not me. I'd always treated Sharon as a friend; besides one course of penicillin jabs in the arse when I was young had been enough for me to get a little careful over the years.
"What wonderful news. Congratulations to you and Lydia," Sharon slurred at me after she removed her tongue from my throat. Then releasing me from her grasp and, before I'd recovered my breath enough to say anything to her, she promptly disappeared into the crowd again.
"Damn it, that's old news now, Sharon," I thought to myself. At Lydia's mother's insistence the official announcement of our engagement had been posted in the local newspaper that very week. Sharon didn't know that that engagement had just come to a sudden and unexpected end.
Out in the car park, I found Frank's car and kicked both headlights in. Yeah, well, it's the kind of thing you do when you're pissed off and drunk. Well, I think it was Frank's car anyway; you know you don't really think straight when you're in the condition I was that night.
I was about to kick in the headlights on Lydia's car, when the thought entered my mind that it wasn't a very good idea, when you consider that it was actually my car. I let Lydia use my car when I was out of town. So instead, I dug the keys out of my pocket and drove the damn thing home. No, not really a clever thing to do, when you'd drunk as much as I had that day, but I wasn't in any condition to think sensibly.
I stormed into the house and to start with, I was knocking the place about a bit. You know breaking ornaments and the like. But then it struck me that it was my fucking house I was busting up, so that wasn't a good idea either. Although Lydia had been staying there most of the time for the previous six months or so. It was my bleeding house I was smashing up.
I'm not sure what happened after that, I must have fallen asleep on the bed. Anyway I think it was about two AM when my bloody mobile phone started ringing and woke me up. You know what it's like when you waken from a drunken stupor. I knew I could hear the bloody phone, but I was buggered if I could find the damn thing. The phone went to the message service before I found it in the laundry basket. How did it get in there? Well, I'm buggered if I know, but that's where it was. I tracked the fucking thing down by calling it from the landline.
There was a message on the answering service from Lydia, telling me that my car had been stolen. Well, I suppose that was the obvious conclusion for her to come to. As far as she and lover boy Frank knew, I was still in Holland.
"Ah, shit!" I thought and didn't reply; then I must gone back to sleep.
It was almost nine AM when that bloody mobile started ringing again. I let it go to the message service as I staggered out of bed and went to the kitchen. Coffee, aspirin and some hair of the dog was called for. Not necessarily in that order.
The message from Fiona was just asking me if I received her previous message about the car being stolen the night before and telling me that Frank was going to drive her to the airport to meet me.
"Bollocks to the bastards!" I thought; they were going to have a fucking long wait, because I wouldn't be there.
Hey, Scotch in coffee ain't very nice, so I switched to rum. Ah, now, that was much better.
Then I got to thinking. What the fuck was going to happen later in the day? Fiona and Frank would go to the airport and I was sure that they'd eventually discover that I had cashed in my air ticket or not turned up for the plane anyway. Obviously they would try and call me on the bloody mobile; but in the end they were bound to turn up at the house sometime, and then what?
Well, I figured that I would most likely kill someone. Possibly both of them. I pulled one of the carving knives out of the block on the kitchen worktop and looked at it. Trying to decide if it would make a suitable weapon to kill the pair of them with.
But then I decided that it wouldn't. Fuck all that blood splattered over my nice new kitchen units. Damn it, we've all seen how much blood gets splattered around when someone gets stabbed, on those bloody TV crime shows. Bollocks, I ain't having my new kitchen messed up like that.
Okay, next available weapon - my shot gun. I could shoot them as they got out of the car outside. No, too bleeding noisy; that really wasn't going to do my head any good. Fuck, my head was aching badly enough as it was. Anyway I didn't know what effect the clay pigeon cartridges I had would have on the human body; probably just wound them. If you're going to do a job, you might as well be sure you're going to achieve the result you'd planned.
I didn't think either of them was going to stand still long enough for me to strangle them, so I had to come up with some other idea. The trouble was, I couldn't think of any.
There was only thing I could do and that was not to be at the house when they turned up, as I knew they had to do sometime. I would go away somewhere and then come up with a plan to kill both of them. Yeah, that sounded like a good idea to my befuddled brain.
That decision made, I had no trouble in working out where to go. A distant relative, an aunt, had left me her cottage near Ffestiniog in Wales when she had passed away some years ago. I'd used the cottage as a kind of holiday home and rented it to my friends sometimes for the odd weekend or so. Of course I'd put the place up for sale, for more capital for Frank and my little business venture, but I could stay there for the time being. Balls, there no longer was a partnership with Frank and I didn't have to sell it; I could stay there as long as I liked.
I began to pack some gear for an extended stay in the cottage. As I was putting one of my suitcases in the car, who the hell should come walking up the road but Fiona and Sharon! Both of them were looking like they hadn't been home from the night before yet.
"Hi, what you doing handsome?" Sharon asked.
"What does it look like I'm doing, Sharon? I'm packing for a trip away for a few days."
"Wan-na hand?" Fiona drunkenly slurred.
I have no idea why I accepted her offer.
"Would help, I suppose!" I answered.
"What you got to drink?" Sharon asked the moment we got inside the house.
"Coffee, Scotch or Rum." I replied, leading them into the kitchen. Where we all proceeded to down coffee's laced with our respected preference.
Shortly after that we all climbed into my car - I can't remember what we did about the rest of my luggage - and I was giving the girls a lift to Fiona's house, before I started on my journey to Wales.
When the police car first appeared in my rear view mirror, I tried to ignore him until, that is, he was joined by a couple of friends and the blue lights started flashing. Then I thought I'd better pull over.
"Would you mind stepping out of the car, sir?" The officer asked as he approached. Damn it the copper looked familiar. You know I'll swear he was the spitting image of Soapy, my old form teacher at school. Could even have been his son or something.
I got out of the car, then in that familiar tone I remembered Soapy using when he'd caught me bunking off classes, or breaking some other school rule, he asked me if it was my vehicle. I of course told him it was.
"This car was reported stolen last night, sir," he informed me.
Damn stupid of me, I'd forgotten all about that. Well, I could prove it was mine. I had the relevant documents and my passport to prove who I was, as well. But the officer's attention seemed to have been distracted in other directions by then. He appeared to forget all about the car being stolen.
"Have you been drinking today, sir?" Now I'm not daft, I gathered he could smell a little alcohol on my breath, so there was no sense in denying it.
"I had a little drop of rum before I came out. Only a small one though, officer."
Yeah, well, you got it. The next thing I know I'm blowing up his little bag for him. A positive result and I'm on my way to the nick. God only alone knows what happened to Fiona and Sharon. I don't remember seeing them after I got out of my car.



Who should I find at the Nick taking my blood sample, but my own bleeding doctor; now that was a surprise! The cheeky bastard had the audacity to ask me how the wedding plans were going. Well, I told the old bleeder to mind his own bloody business.
Come on, that wasn't too bad. "Old bleeder" and "bloody business" when the old sods taking a blood sample. Who says that being pissed takes away your sense of humour?
The next thing I know, I'm sleeping it off in a cell. I have no idea how long I laid there. I remember that after sometime a policeman woke me up and we did another breath test thing. Well, that happened several times actually, until one finally showed a negative reading. Strange thing was that this copper reminded me of my Uncle Harry. Uncle Harry had been a nice guy who was always telling my father that he was being too hard on me, when I wasn't in Dad's good books.
I was attempting to put the laces back into my shoes in the charging area, when Lydia and Frank walked in. Ah, well, I got in a couple of quick punches, before I was back in my little cell again. I was beginning to feel quite at home in that little room by then.
On the Monday morning, I'm in the magistrates court where I'm charged with affray in the police station (Frank didn't press assault charges) and being drunk in charge of a motor vehicle. Now the really weird thing was that the chief magistrate reminded me of the boss at the first job I ever had. I was beginning to think that all the booze I'd consumed in the previous few days had had a really serious effect on my mind. Anyway a four hundred pound fine, a three-year driving ban and I was bound-over to keep the peace, for one year by the old bastard. Never did like that bugger.
This time it was Lydia on her own, who met me outside the courthouse.
"I'm sorry but I fell in love with Frank while you were away," was the first thing she said to me!
"Fucking hell, Lydia, I was only gone one night!"
"Well, it happened very quickly. Anyway Frank's much better in bed than you are," she said with a smile on her face.
"How the fuck would you know that so fucking quickly. You wouldn't sleep with me for three months?"
"Ah, well, but we were a little short on time. You said yourself you were only supposed to be away one night."
I didn't have an answer for that one. So all that I could think of to do was walk away from her.
Out in the car park, I found Fiona sitting there in my car. How the hell do I know what the fuck she was doing there; she just was! Anyway Fiona drove me home.
No one will ever believe this, but I hadn't been in the house for more than a few minutes when the telephone rang. Fiona answered it and called out that it was Frank and he wanted to speak to me.
"Look, mate, I hope Lydia and I getting married isn't going to upset our planned partnership?" Frank said.
"What? You bleeding arsehole, of course it is. You've got to trust people before you can go into business with them," I replied angrily. Just where do these people get their ideas from?
"But I trust you implicitly," Frank informed me.
"For fuck's sake! I don't trust you anymore, Frank. I wouldn't trust you to ... to ... to lead a blind man across the bleeding street. There's no way I'm setting up in business with you."
"Oh, damn it, mate, Lydia and I were hoping you'd be my best man at the wedding as well. After all it was through knowing you that brought us together."
"Fuck off, Frank! I never want to see either you or Lydia again." I shouted down the phone and slammed the handset down.
"You're not marrying Lydia then?" Fiona asked.
"Jesus, girl, I couldn't trust her any further than I could trust you. Of course I'm not going to marry her. Anyway she doesn't want to marry me anymore. She says Frank's better in bed than I am."
"Oh, I wonder why she thinks that? I thought you knocked spots off him in bed, if you ask me."
"Which I didn't!" I shouted at her.
"All right, all right, keep your bloody hair on." Fiona admonished me, "But believe me, you're far better in bed than Frank any day, and you can out-last him by miles. Jesus, he's only good for once or twice at the most, and he just won't go down on a girl, no matter how much of an enthusiastic blow job you give him."
"Fiona, shut it. I don't wish to hear about Frank's prowess in bed and I really don't want to know how you would know anyway. Besides Frank's always had a big mouth and I know he doesn't go down on his women. He's told me quite a few times that he thinks it's a demeaning thing for a man to do."
"Yeah, Frank can be a real arsehole sometimes!" Fiona added. Fiona always was one for having the last word.
Damn, this conversation was pissing me even more than I had been. I figure that it wouldn't be long before I lashed out at Fiona. I couldn't understand what she was doing there anyway.
"Look, Fiona, I really need to be on my own for a while. Would you please leave now?"
"No chance! What, me leave now, when you've just broken up with Lydia. You must be joking; this is what I've been waiting for. You need cheering up and I'm just the girl to do it. Come on, you've got the wedding all planned you can marry me again."
"Oh, fucking hell!" I cried out, as I ran out of the front door. I'm not sure what was pushing me along, but in a couple of seconds I was reversing my car out of the drive.
Yeah, yeah, I know I was banned from driving. But if I'd stayed in that house a moment longer, there would have been Fiona's blood all over those nice new kitchen units of mine.
The drive over to Ffestiniog seemed to go far quicker than it ever had done before and the next thing I knew I was kneeling on the cottage floor lighting the fire. Then things got really weird. There was a knock at the door and who should come strolling into the cottage but Jacques and Jose.
I really couldn't understand what the hell Jacques and Jose were doing in Wales, but then they explained that Jose had got a little lost on their flight to France and they had landed in Wales. Of course that didn't explain how they had found me at the cottage, but for some reason that question didn't enter my head at the time.
"Come along," Jacques said. "We are going to have another party at the hotel."
Like a lamb, I followed the obviously extremely drunken pair out of the cottage. From there things got a little hazy. I remember that we were having one whale of a time. There was girls and singing, and Jose dancing one of those flamenco things and then....
Jesus, my head hurt. Christ, my bloody back was killing me as well. My eyes were tightly clamped closed because I feared what effect the light was going to have on my senses. I tried to change position to get myself more comfortable and then I was suddenly falling onto a hard floor. My feet appeared to be caught up somewhere above me and no amount of twisting or turning would get them free.
I very cautiously opened my eyes a little. All I could see was a sign hanging on the wall, but to me it definitely didn't look like it was written in English.
"Ah, you fucking idiot," I thought to myself, "its in Welsh! No, no, it fucking ain't; the bleeding words are much too short."
The Welsh seem to like long unintelligible words. No, this bloody sign was in some other language. "Oh, bloody shit, it's in Dutch!" I sat up and looked around. There were Jose and the other French guy sleeping on some chairs that had been pushed together, obviously the same way I had been.
Suddenly a rather loud Jacques entered the room carrying a tray with four cups of coffee on it and calling for everybody to wake up.
"Where the fuck are we?" I asked Jacques.
"We are in the crew room at the air field. They would not let Jose fly the plane. They say he is too - how do you say? - he has too much beer."
"Ah, he's pissed."
"Yes, they say he has pissed and he must not fly the plane. So we sleep here."
"What day is it?" Jacques
"Saturday, why do you ask?"
"It doesn't matter Jacques, let's just say I'm very happy to hear you say that. And I don't think I'm ever going to drink alcohol again."
Life goes on.
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I looked at my watch for the umpteenth time. "Damn, it was still only ten minutes to eight." My mind calculated. Ten minutes to the end of my life, as I knew it. Or would it be? Would she change her mind and not come? I looked down at the manila envelope I held in my hand. Damn, why, how had it come to this?
Lindsey and I had been married seven years. Hey, was that it? No, it can't be, I thought. It was guys who were supposed to get the seven-year itch, not wives. Life had been good to us, I had a good job but I was home most of the time. We had three lovely children on whom Lindsey appeared to dote. We had no money worries and she hadn't shown any signs that she didn't love me anymore or was getting bored. So why was she doing this? What was her problem?
Let's go back a bit and I'll tell you how this all started. I think I can actually put a date on it: the early part of last January. That was when BT upgraded our local telephone exchange and that enabled us to finally get broadband Internet access. Of course I signed up straight away and spent a good few hours playing around on it. Jesus, what a bleeding change from the old dial-up.
Lindsey sat and watched me for a couple of nights. She had never been into computers but decided she'd better bone up on using it, as the children would soon be at an age where they would want to play on it and use it for study.
"What with all this in the news about weirdos and the like approaching young girls on the Internet, I'd better know my way around so they can't blind me with science!" Lindsey had said.
Lindsey signed up at a local college for a computer starter course. I'm at home with a computer but I've got to admit I'm not much good at teaching other people how to use them. I'm too damned impatient by half, like when the pupil has a problem and I've fixed it before the pupil knows what the hell has happened. "Yeah, great, but what the hell did you do? You did it so fast I couldn't keep up!" The times I heard that one.
I know Lindsey got on great with her computer beginner's course, and she even joined a mothers watchdog group that someone advertised down at the local library. All I ever got to know about the group is that they apparently monitored children's chartrooms looking for dodgy characters and the like. I've got to admit that I never did take much notice.
I remember Lindsey saying that she wasn't going to have too much time to do anything herself for the time being, as those chat-rooms needed monitoring when the kids were home from school. Whilst ours were so young she just wouldn't have the time. But she said there would come a time when the children got a little older when she could do her fair share.
For maybe a month or two Lindsey was on the computer a couple of hours every evening, chatting away to friends she made in this group of hers. I can't say I took too much notice, although I'll admit it did cut into my own computer time. I can remember thinking we'd have to get another set-up if she kept this up. But then the novelty of it appeared to wear off, as quite suddenly Lindsey stopped going on the net and took to having long conversations on the telephone in the kitchen, obviously to other mothers in her awareness group, some of which I knew from the school, others I didn't.
Well, time went on and Lindsey must have started using our home set-up during the day whilst I was at work - Lindsey was a stay-at-home mum - because I rarely saw her use it in the evenings anymore. Well, maybe just on a couple of occasions to write the odd letter and the like.
Now as far as I knew, things were going along just fine with our marriage. Well, that was until just after my birthday in late May. My mum and dad sent me a nice new digital video camera so that I could film the children growing up and send them copies on disk.
Oh, I'd better explain. Once my father had retired, my folks had moved out to New Zealand to live near my brother and sister who had both emigrated with their respective families some years back. No, we didn't emigrate, although I wanted to; Lindsey didn't want to move so far away from her family. I suppose I can't blame her.
But, hey, video takes up a damn sight more room on a hard drive than still pictures do, so it called for a bit of an upgrade on my system. Which was going to take the form of a larger hard drive, the maximum memory I could fit on the motherboard and some general tidying up of the computer's installation. You know getting rid of all that junk stuff and programs that you don't really need installed on there. Eventually I decided on a complete reinstall.
Look, I do a bit of writing on the side, so I keep all kinds of junk programs on my computer. Whilst installing the new drive I had to decide what to get rid of, and what to keep. One program that I'd picked up somewhere along the line was a key tracker. Did it work? Well, I didn't have the faintest idea? What use was it to me? Well, I got hold of it in the first place because I thought it would be handy to keep an eye on what the children got up to when they were old enough to get on the computer. You know you hear some bloody funny stories. But in the meantime, the disk had been laying around with all the other junk in my desk draw.
Anyway, before I installed the new hard drive, I figured it wouldn't do any harm to run the key tracking program and a couple of other odd freebies I had lying around, to see if they were any bottle. As I said I was planning a clean install after I'd fitted the new hard drive so it made sense to check out these programs under the old installation. I installed the key tracker and the other programs, then played around with them for a while. The key tracker I left on the system set to run from start up. I'd see what it had done in a few days.
Did I tell Lindsey about the key tracker? Well, no, I didn't, I couldn't see there was much point, as I doubted she would know what a key tracker was anyway.
It was on the following Saturday morning Lindsey had gone out shopping with her mother taking the children along. I figured she'd go round her mother's for lunch; that was her normal Saturday routine and it allowed me to get on the computer and play for a while, without any disturbance.
I went back to the computer to find out whether the bloody key tracker had recorded anything. To be honest I was highly sceptical that it would have recorded anything. "Well, bugger me!" I thought, when I turned the read back function on it had recorded a whole load of crap. Pages and pages of bloody rubbish that I couldn't really make much sense of.
There I was scrolling through an endless list of individual keystrokes, trying to make heads or tails of what I was seeing. Until suddenly I realised that someone had been accessing a strange email account! Well, there was a bloody sign-in name and email address, you know those bloody @ signs stand out like a sore thumb, and then a bleeding password. The email address I didn't recognise but the password definitely rang a bell. HARBEL would mean nothing to most people but it was the first three letters of my wife's father's and mother's Christian names. They'd used it as the name of their canal boat.
But I'm afraid it was the email address sexylegs1972@xxxxxxx.xxx that had definitely got my undivided attention, a bit on the lively side. The most annoying thing, or maybe it was the thing that caught my eye in the first place, was that name Sexy-legs. That had been one of my older pet names for Lindsey. But I must add I hadn't used it in years ... well, since our first born started repeating things. Funny how you have to change your vocabulary when the kids come along, isn't it?
Pissed off, you bloody bet I was. Lindsey was not only the only other person who used our damned computer, but she was also 33 years old. Take 33 from 2005 and guess what you get? Yeah, you got it; 1972 - the year Lindsey was born. Sexylegs1972! What kind of a bleeding email address is that for a married woman with children to be using?
"Just a bleeding minute," I remember thinking, "just who was Lindsey writing to using a name like that?" I'll give you one guess as to what my next action was. Well, of course I logged on to the email host and did some snooping. Fuck the bleeding key tracker. I didn't need that anymore; I was on the warpath and into that bleeding email account quicker than greased bloody lightning.
Now if there is one thing that Lindsey has always been, then it's a bloody hoarder. A bit like me really, she hadn't deleted a bloody thing, not one bloody email from the Prat, by the look of it. All stored away nicely, were all of her emails to and from dreamboat@xxxxxxx.xxx.
"I'll give the bleeder Dream-fucking-boat!" I thought to myself. I fucking ask you, what kind of a slimy castrated git uses a name like that? Oh, the castrated bit ... well, that's what he was going to be when I got my bloody hands on the bugger.
But there was something that I discovered that I thought very odd at the time. All the emails he sent to her and copies of her replies to him had been forwarded to another address, requitalnow@xxxxxx.xxx. I wondered what the hell that was all about and why she had done it. The only idea that I could come up with was that she had another on-line friend, most likely a girlfriend who she was sharing the intrigue with.
I read through all of the emails in turn, starting from the first ones. I found there were almost one each way every weekday since early March. I discovered from their contents that they'd obviously met in a chat-room somewhere, and I gathered he'd persuaded Lindsey to set up this email address, so they could keep in touch with a little more privacy. Apparently he was using a computer at his office and he had to watch how much time he spent in the chat-room. From what I could make of it, he'd suggested she use the name Sexylegs. Lindsey must have told him that it was one of old my pet names for her in the chat room.
His name - or so he claimed - was Gordon Merit and he was supposed to live about eighty miles away. There was no doubt in my mind what his ultimate intention was, right from the very outset. Of course I had no way of knowing what he had said to Lindsey in that chat-room, or what she had said to him, come to that. In his early emails it looked to all the world like he was a sad guy looking for sympathy.
He said little about her, other than complain about how his wife was treating him so badly. Mind you, he never was what you might call specific about what she was supposed to have done to him. Christ, you know the routine. "My wife doesn't understand me!" He just told Lindsey how he needed someone he could pour his heart out to and it looked like Lindsey, being the softy she was, fell for it, hook, line and bleeding sinker. I must say I liked the nice touch he had of telling Lindsey how lucky she was to have a nice guy like me as a husband. The bleeding arsehole!
But then slowly as the weeks progressed, and Lindsey opened up her heart and soul to him, more and more of our personal details were relayed to him. I noticed a subtle change in what he was saying to her. It appeared that our Mr Gordon Merit was an old hand at this seduction lark. He'd pick out little things that, if taken out of context, could really make me sound like a right arsehole.
Slowly these came to the fore, in the emails and it appeared that with them came a change in Lindsey's attitude towards me, in the emails that is. I had discerned no change in our home life whatsoever. By the time early June came along, if you read those emails you'd have thought Lindsey and I were two steps away from the divorce court. Well, to be honest if what I assumed was going to happen did actually happen, we'd be two steps through the bloody divorce court door.
Sure enough in late June, this Gordon prick had told Lindsey he would probably have to come to our town on business before very long. Now why did I find that so bloody unsurprising? A few days later he said he would be visiting sometime in the middle of July. He even told her what hotel he was going to be staying in and he asked her if she would have lunch with him.
At first she was saying that wasn't a good idea. But he went on about how they could talk about their mutual problems and very slowly at first Lindsey started saying that she might do it.
Christ, I was hopping mad by the time I read that and I had to force myself to read on. Christ, it was lucky Lindsey was out with the kids or I think I would have been up before the Beak in the morning.
Then all of a sudden, there it was. Next Wednesday Lindsey was going to meet him. But not for lunch, but for bloody dinner at seven o'clock in the evening, in the restaurant of his hotel. They were gong to meet and show each other photographs of their respective families, my bleeding arse.
"Fucking hell!" I thought to myself "On that particular Thursday I was due to be at seminar on the south coast." I didn't have those bleeding seminars very often and when I did I'd usually go the day before. It saved me making too early a start on the day of the seminar. Lindsey had worked that one out a bleeding treat. She'd even told me she was going to one of her Mother's watch - or whatever it was called - meetings on the Wednesday.
There it was! It took three hours to read those emails that Saturday morning, three hours for my nice cosy little life to fall apart. "Damn it," I thought to myself, "I knew where Lindsey was going to finish up on Wednesday night - in this arsehole's bed, that I was sure of.
When Lindsey and the children came home that afternoon I had the greatest difficulty in not losing my rag. I still don't know how I didn't confront Lindsey, but one thing I had learnt from my writing and reading of stories on the Internet was that I had to stay ahead in the game; i.e. I had to be the one who got to the solicitor first. I had to move our/my savings into an account that Lindsey couldn't get at before she persuaded some bleeding judge to lock me out of our joint accounts.
Ah, some folks might be asking why didn't I just confront Lindsey; after all, from the emails, nothing untoward had taken place so far. Well, let's just think that one out, to its final conclusion, shall we? I tell Lindsey I know about her cyber boyfriend and their planned liaison on Wednesday evening.
Lindsey has two options. She can deny it completely, or she can hold her hands up, beg my forgiveness and swear that she will do nothing like it again.
If she denies it, what proof do I have that she has actually done anything? The emails were no kind of proof, besides I'd compromised that account by hacking into it. I can just imagine what a good divorce barrister would make of me trying to bring those emails up in court.
If she takes the second option and begs forgiveness? What proof do I have that she won't do the same thing again in the future, only being more careful about it the next time? It was only by pure luck that I had discovered her planned liaison this time.
No, I didn't think forgiveness was an option. And I'd need proof that she was an adulteress before I confronted her; otherwise she could just deny that she had done anything wrong.
For the rest of the weekend, I struggled with my temper. I know I was a little short with the children a couple of times. And Lindsey and I had words about it. Now that was handy because it put the kibosh on our normal Saturday night exercise. Yes, we had dropped to one or two nights a week by then, normally because of Lindsey's increasingly frequent headaches.
Monday morning I took a couple of hours off work and went to see a solicitor. The bugger was all for negotiation and suggested that I talked to Lindsey before the main attraction. What kind of a bleeding wimp did he think I was?"
I spent most of rest of the Monday trying to discover who was the best divorce solicitor around and discovered that the woman I needed to see lived in the next town. The trouble was, she couldn't see me until the following Monday, but a cheque in the post secured her services. The rest of the day I spent running errands and getting everything ready.
Monday night at home wasn't as bad as it could have been. I was trying my best not to upset the children or Lindsey. I really didn't want Lindsey getting suspicious that I knew what she had planned for Wednesday evening.
Tuesday I spent most of the day in my office ringing people for the best advice as to what to do with our savings money. Damn, those bloody ISA's; the money Lindsey had in the one in her name, I could do nothing about. But I could shift mine out of the country at a moment's notice; I could do the same with our savings as well. There was nothing much I could do in the short term about my pension fund.
I planned to make the call to set the changes in motion first thing on Thursday morning. I couldn't risk Lindsey using the bloody debit card and the thing being refused.
Wednesday I went to the office in the morning to clear a few things up, I didn't want to leave too many loose ends around for others to sort out. I was figuring that I wouldn't be back into the office for a week or so; besides me, the children were going to be pretty upset once the shit hit the fan that evening and I figured I'd have to spend some time with them.
Then I went back home around lunchtime to get changed for my trip and to pick up my case. I normally left about three in the afternoon, which gave me plenty of time to get down to Bournemouth for dinner. I couldn't see any point in changing my routine and giving Lindsey any hint that I might be suspicious.
Lindsey's mother arrived at the house to collect the children for the night before I left. If Lindsey was just going to one of her mother's union or whatever it was meetings, I would have thought her mother would have just babysat the children. I thought this was really rubbing my face in it a little. Damn it, it was so blatant that I had to say something.
Lindsey actually looked surprised that I had asked why her mother was taking the children home for the evening. Surprisingly it was her mother who came up with some nonsense about Lindsey's father not feeling well and she was taking the children home with her rather than leave him on his own. Yeah, I thought that sounded like bullshit to me as well.
I said something about if her father was sick, surely Lindsey should give her meeting a miss for the evening. Her father wouldn't get much peace with the children around.
Lindsey's mother immediately came right back with some crap about the children taking his mind off of himself.
When the old girl said that, I gave up and left the house. Lindsey gave me a kiss goodbye and told me that she was leaving the house around six-thirty, so could I please call before then.
"I'll do my best." I replied, "if I get hung up in traffic and run late, I'll call you on your mobile."
"No!" Lindsey said quite sharply. Then she caught herself. "Sorry, I didn't mean to sound sharp, but I'm running the meeting tonight and it won't look very good if my mobile rings at the wrong time. You know that as chairman I can't just walk out of the room to talk to you when I feel like it. If you can't call me before seven, I'll call you later. Okay?"



"Yeah, okay, Lindsey, if that's the way you want to play it. We mustn't let the committee know that the chairperson loves her husband, must we?" I said, thinking to myself, "You're in for a surprise; I intend to be gate crashing your little meeting tonight my girl," as I said it.
"Oh, don't be like that please? I know you don't think what I do is important, but it is. I'm doing something important here, you'll be proud of me one day!"
What an amazing thing for Lindsey to say! She's going off for a liaison with her Internet lover and she says that I'm going to be proud of her. Just what did she take me for? I'll tell you now I nearly lost it completely when she said that. I just had to get out of the house before I blew-up. I gave her and the children a quick kiss, said goodbye to the mother-in-law and got out of the house as quick as I could.
It was a short drive to the station where I buried the car at the back of the car park, making sure it was under a security light and the gaze of a CCTV camera. I was losing a wife that night; I had no intention of losing my car as well. Then I grabbed a cab from the rank and headed over to the hotel.
The week's planning was coming to a conclusion. This afternoon I knew was going to be a long one so before booking into my reserved room, I went over to the corner shop opposite and got myself a few cans of beer.
Once settled into my room, I dug out the gear that I'd brought with me. To get the timing perfect I'd purchased a cheap little walky-talky set. Nothing spectacular but from my tests they appeared to function okay between the offices at work, so I should be able to make out what was going on in the room across the hotel corridor. Mind I'd had to wire in external batteries, as the little AA's in the things didn't last that long, when left on transmit.
All I had to do now was get one of them into that room. Not too difficult either, it had been a simple matter of booking the guy's room for a few hours earlier in the week and having the key copied. If you know where to go to get those security keys copied, isn't that much of a problem.
After checking that no one was hanging around in the corridor I let myself into the room opposite and hid the radio on top of a wardrobe. It was only then that I thought to myself that I'd have been clever to have booked the adjoining room. I'd have had the chance to slip the lock whilst I was planting the radio. That would really have taken Lindsey and her lover by surprise, if I entered the room by the connecting door.
But then again they might check that the door was locked and I'd have looked like an even bigger Prat that I was going to do. Look, no matter how much of a brave face you put on things, if your wife decides to bed another man, then you are a Prat. A Prat who can't keep his wife satisfied enough in bed.
So there we were ten minutes to eight, I figured it wouldn't take them much more than an hour to eat their meal. Through the window I'd watched Lindsey arrive in the car park and walk into the hotel. Yeah, I had been tempted to go down and try to spy on them in the restaurant but I figured that it was too risky. I didn't want to give the game away until I was ready.
I spent quit a lot of time staring through that damned little spy hole in the door, through which I could see the door opposite. There seemed to me to be a lot of people going backwards and forwards along the corridor. Damned room service waiter in a white jacket appeared to be busy tonight as well. "Someone must be having one hell of a party in a room further down the corridor," I thought to myself.
Then suddenly there was a lot of talking out in the corridor. Through my little spy-hole I could see the waiter talking to some woman; the pair of them walked off to my left away from the lift. Then I heard a door close somewhere.
I checked my watch it was ten past eight now. "Christ that twenty minutes went quickly!" I thought to myself.
Shortly afterward, two men walked passed, laughing and joking with each other. I figured they were going to join the party, wherever it was, because although I couldn't really hear what they were saying, I just caught a couple of words. I'm damned sure that one of them said, "It'll be a hot time in the old town tonight." I didn't hear all of the phrase ... I think my mind finished it for me.
After that there was complete silence for a little while. Then suddenly there she was. My Lindsey hanging onto some guy's arm. Damn, I wished I could hear what they were saying to each other.
The guy unlocked the door and Lindsey - somewhat reluctantly, I thought - followed him inside. As quickly as I could I went over to the table, turned on the walky-talky and hit the record button on the cassette recorder lying there.
"What would you like to drink?" the guy's voice came out of the radio.
"No, thank you. I thought you were just picking up those photographs," Lindsey replied.
"Oh, we've got time for a quick drink," he insisted.
"Just a minute. What's going on here?" I thought "Collecting photographs? What's all that about?"
Suddenly I heard Lindsey saying, "No! Get off me!"
Whatever I had thought Lindsey had planned for the evening, it apparently wasn't what I or the guy thought. No matter how Lindsey had come to get into this situation, the protective husband side of me switched into gear; in two strides I was at the door and flung it open. Only to be confronted by the waiter and the woman I'd seen him talking to earlier.
The waiter pushed me back into the room.
"Police officers, Mr Shingle. Not yet; we need the other two in the room before we hit them." he cryptically said to me.
"But that man's attacking...!" I tried to shout. But the man in the waiter's uniform put his hand over my mouth to silence me.
"That's what he thinks." The woman commented. "But Lin will kill the bastard, once the other two show their hand."
I was completely confused and I think very frightened at that moment. The man and woman appeared completely relaxed but alert. I got the feeling that they thought they were completely in control of the situation, but I wasn't convinced.
"Interesting set-up." The man said looking down at my recorder and radio. "Crude but adequate. I assume you planted a sister to that radio when you entered the room earlier."
I didn't even think about replying I could still hear Lindsey protesting. But suddenly I realised that there was more than one man's voice coming from the radio.
As I did so, someone in the corridor shouted. "GO, go, go!"
Then all hell broke loose. Through the still open door to my room, I caught sight of at least half a dozen men charging into the room opposite.
"Police! Stay where you are!" yet another voice shouted.
There were sounds of a pretty nasty struggle going on in the other room.
"I've got this bastard. He ain't going anywhere!" I heard Lindsey's voice come from my own radio."
"You all right, Lin?" a voice asked.
I couldn't make out Lindsey's reply, there were too many people talking and shouting to understand what anyone was saying. The next thing, three men are marched out of the room in handcuffs and led away down the corridor.
"Lin, you've got a problem, girl." I heard a man say through my radio. "Jean thinks it's your husband in the room opposite."
"Oh, Christ, what's Gary doing here?" I heard Lindsey ask.
"I hate to think," the mail voice replied. But before he could say anymore, the woman who'd entered my room had joined them.
"He's got this room bugged," I heard her say.
"Oh, Shit! Well, It stood to reason I'd have to face the music sometime. Where is he, Jean?" I heard Lindsey say in a surprisingly calm and relaxed tone of voice.
"Do you want me to talk to him?" a male voice asked.
"No, thanks, Roger. Maybe I should have told him years ago."
"What? He doesn't know you were in the service?" I heard Jean ask with a shocked tone to her voice.
"No reason to ever tell him. I was invalided out of active service before we ever met," Lindsey replied.
Then Lindsey - looking only slightly dishevelled - appeared in the doorway of the room opposite. She had a very contrite expression on her face as she crossed the corridor and entered my room. It was only then that I realised the guy in the waiter's jacket was still hanging onto me. He disentangled himself from me, gave me a kind of embarrassed look, and left the room without a word as Lindsey entered.
"Am I in trouble?" Lindsey asked, at the same time a coy smile coming over her face.
"Well, I thought we were in real deep trouble. But now, I haven't got the foggiest idea of what the hell's going on, or why you are involved," I replied.
"Sorry, Gary, it was a sting operation. The short explanation is that those guys had been meeting married women on the net, and then gang raping them," Lindsey said in a rather nonchalant tone.
"So! What the hell are you mixed up in it for?" I demanded.
"Well, I'd heard some reports about their activities; then one day I was monitoring a chat-room on the net and I spotted this guy talking to a woman. I just had a hunch about the guy. We tracked the woman down quite easily, but tracking him was a different kettle of fish completely and that appeared to confirm my suspicions. I took over the woman's on-line persona and I've been playing him like a fish for the last few months waiting for him to bite."
"Lindsey, who's the we and why you?"
"Ah, I'm sorry but there we are going to get into uncharted territory." Lindsey said sitting herself down on the bed and patting the bed beside her, in an invitation for me to join her.
"Close the door on your way out, Jean. He might be angry with me, but I don't think he'll do any harm," she said to the other woman who, I hadn't realised, had followed Lindsey into the room.
"Jesus, Lin, I'm not worried about him hurting you. I've seen you in action, remember? But that's one good-looking fella you've got yourself there. I wouldn't want you to mess him up too much."
"You keep your hands to yourself. I found him first," Lindsey replied as Jean closed the door.
To be honest this was an extremely confident Lindsey, one that I'd rarely seen before.
"Darling, when we met, what did you think I did for a living?" she asked turning her attention to me.
"You weren't working. You were convalescing, recovering from a road accident. When you were fit, you went back to work as a clerk in Whitehall somewhere, until you had the children."
"Not exactly Whitehall, darling. I apologise. I was a little conservative with the truth there. I actually worked at a rather large building on the embankment. You know the one the terrorists had a go at some years ago!"
Lindsey had me quite confused for a minute; the only place on the Thames embankment that I could remember the IRA having a go at was MI5's building. They fired a rocket at the place some years back.
Then it suddenly hit me like a ton of bricks. Lindsey had a rather strange shaped scar on her back that she had always claimed was the result of her accident. Now it's not the sort of thing you think about everyday, but she also had a blemish in her skin just bellow her left breast. For some reason now my mind suddenly decided to put the two marks together; suddenly I realised the obvious cause of those two marks and the implications hit me like a brick.
"Jesus Christ, Lindsey! You didn't have an accident at work, did you, Lindsey? Someone shot you, didn't they!" I gasped out.
"How perceptive of you, darling!" she replied with a smile on her face.
"How the hell didn't I realise that before?" I asked myself but out loud.
"Because you don't come across gunshot wounds everyday and I wasn't going to give the game away. When I got shot, I thought I'd had my chips at first, but I survived and I was just beginning to think it was time to get out of the business. Then, whilst I was recovering I met you and that convinced me where my future lay. I came off of active service and settled down to a nice cushy little number, sitting behind a desk pushing papers about."
"But you never told me. Why?"
"Because you didn't need to know, my love. That's how it is in intelligence. We don't advertise what we do. You only needed to know that I was a civil servant. I wasn't doing anything dangerous after we met."
"Okay, I think I can understand where you're coming from. But all those police seemed to know you quite well."
"Yes, well, we worked together a lot in the old days. With the IRA running around the country we often worked with the local police. When I spotted that guy on the Internet I called up an old friend and we planned it all from there."
"But I still don't understand why you never told me about it."
"Oh, yeah, after seven years of playing the helpless wife, I could see you standing for me playing bait in what we believed was going to be an attempted rape."
"But why you? Surely a policewoman could have done it?"
"For a start, I'm better trained in self-defence than your average policewoman, and secondly we weren't sure whether they'd already looked me over. I'd had to develop the guy for some time before I called the troops in; they might have spotted a switch.
"Now am I forgiven for not telling you all about it?"
"I'm not sure. This is a lot to take in, in a very short time. I'm going to have to think about it."
"Well, while you think, I'll take a shower; I assume you've booked this room for the night. It would be a shame to waste all that money. Perhaps when you've had your little think, you'll come and scrub my back. Or I could scrub yours."
Lindsey got off the bed and began to remove her dress as she walked towards the bathroom.
"Damn it," I thought to myself, "Do I know the woman I married?"
But by then she was standing in the bathroom doorway removing her bra and smiling back at me.
"I'm buggered if I know her!" I thought, "but she sure knows me."
I fell over whilst I tried to remove my trousers and join Lindsey in the bathroom at the same time.
---------------------------
I'm not sure what time it was when I woke up. Lindsey was lying in her side with her back to me. In the moonlight I could just make out the odd shaped scar on her back. Slowly I ran my finger around it.
"Hmm, that's nice," Lindsey whispered.
"Lin, who did shoot you?" I asked.
"A bloody Yank. We were after some Irish guys who were smuggling drugs to finance the purchase of weapons for the IRA ... well, that's what they claimed. Personally I think they were just normal villains hiding under the IRA's skirts. That's the biggest trouble with all these so-called freedom fighters. They make nice places for the crooks to hide.
"The bloody Americans were after the same guys for smuggling the drugs. Neither of us knew that the others were onto these guys. When the shooting started, the Yanks were on one side and we were on the other, with the bad guys in the middle. I caught a stray bullet from one of the American agent's guns. The Yanks were pretty good; they sneaked in a helicopter and flew me out to one of their aircraft carriers. That saved my life. You see, neither the Americans or us were supposed to be on that island in the first place."
"Just like that, you were sneaking around on an island where you weren't supposed to be?"
"Part of the job, my love. Someone has to do those kind of things."
"So what was your code name - 008?
"Don't be silly. James Bond is only in stories. We don't have numbers; we have letters. Mine just happened to be SYG."
"Is that where Sexylegs1972 came from?"
"You cheeky man, you've been reading my emails."
Lucky I did, or I might never have known who I had married.
Life goes on.
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Chapter One: Free Again
The wicket-gate banged closed behind me and there was a loud report as the bolt slammed home. I turned and looked up at the high walls and large wooden gates that I had been incarcerated behind for the last five years.
'Okay, man, just what are you going to do now?' I thought to myself. Revenge on someone was in the front of my mind. I didn't know exactly on whom, but at the same time I would need to be careful. Seven years at Her Majesty's Pleasure was enough for me.
Slowly I began to walk down the short approach road to the prison. A small group of people waiting at the bus stop on the other side of the main road were watching me. They were probably on their way to work and I should imagine they had all seen me being let out; I suppose they must watch prisoners getting released most mornings.
As I got to the end of the approach road, I noticed what I took to be a small group of reporters, off to my right, who were just beginning to make their way in my general direction. Damn, the bastards had been pestering me for years whilst I was inside and now they were waiting to ambush me outside the joint.
Suddenly a car appeared beside me, the door swung open and a familiar face climbed out of it. "Your car, Mr Carpenter," the man said handing me the keys.
"I'd say you could do with getting out of here a bit snappy like," the man said, gesturing in the direction of the approaching reporters with his eyes. "There's £500 cash in the glove box, with a mobile phone and your luggage in the boot. Ronny's waiting at the cottage; he asked if you'd please give him a ring if you decide to spend the night elsewhere."
"Cheers, Ralph!" I said sliding into the driver's seat.
There was no time to adjust the damn thing. I took off as quickly as I legally could. I wanted away from those damned reporters, but I had no intention of upsetting the local constabulary.
Swinging out onto the main road, I headed west away from the city, varying my speed after I got out onto the motorway to check whether I was being followed. It didn't take me long to spot the car, a little white one with a single occupant.
"Damned reporters," I said to myself out-loud as I turned into a motorway service area. This one I intended to scare the shit out of and tell them where to get off.
I pulled into an empty area of the car park and waited for the trailing car to follow me in; surprisingly it stopped quite close to me. Then I got out and walked over to it. As I got nearer to it, I was even more surprised to discover that there was a woman in the driving seat.
"Now look here, lady, I've got nothing to say to any bleeding reporters. You bleeding bastards tried to hang, draw and quarter me. What gives any of you the idea that I'd want to speak to you now? Just piss-off and leave me well alone."
The woman sat there with a curiously neutral expression on her face all during the little tirade that I'd delivered in just about the angriest sounding tone of voice I could muster. Then I turned and walked -- sorry, stomped - away from her car towards the cafeteria. Look, I was a convicted murderer; I was trying to look the part to frighten her off.
But apparently she didn't frighten that easily. I'd just sat down with my cup of coffee when she slipped into the seat opposite me.
"Mr Carpenter, first I need to tell you that I'm not a reporter. Secondly I think I can help you and I really need you to help me. Will you please listen to what I have to say?"
I looked at her closely. Oh, the look was meant to worry her somewhat. But the look I got back told me she wasn't in the least bit intimidated or afraid of me.
I'd say she was about thirty-five, with just about everything of the right proportions and in all the right places, if you know what I mean. Come on, I'd been in the bleeding slammer for seven years; I was going to notice that kind of thing.
"Okay, shoot, let's have your spiel and then you can leave me alone, all right?" I said after trying to stare her out, failing miserably.
She nodded as she reached into her handbag and pulled out a little folder, just like some of the coppers keep their ID in.
'Shit, she isn't a bleeding copper, is she?' I thought to myself.
With a deft flick of the wrist, she opened the little folder. Helen Caffrey, British & International Mutual Insurance it said on the card, alongside an extremely unflattering photograph of her.
"You're wasting your time with me, girl. I've got nothing left to insure. What my missus didn't take in the divorce, she's had in child support and alimony."
"No, Mr Carpenter, I don't sell insurance. Technically I'm a loss adjuster."
"So? I haven't lost anything that I was insured against. You know there aren't many people who think to insure themselves against false accusations of murder."
"You did plead guilty, Mr Carpenter!"
"I didn't have much choice on that one, lady. Those bleeding coppers had me stitched up like a turkey at Christmas. They'd planted so much evidence that, if my mother had been on the bloody jury, she'd have convicted me. No, with the way those arseholes had me stitched-up, if I'd kept pleading innocent, the bastards would have me locked up forever. It's all to do with repenting your sins or some such f-ing crap like that."
"So are you now saying that you were framed and didn't kill Mary Simmons?"
"I'm not saying anything. I'm on parole, you know. Yeah, maybe you do know that. Have you been sent to try and stitch me up as well?"
"Mr Carpenter, look, my name's Helen. May I call you John?"
"Call me what you like. It doesn't change anything."
"John, have you got time to listen to a story?"
"Go on then, young lady, I'm listening. For the moment!"
"John, my father was a loss adjuster and he taught me the business. Do you know what loss adjusters actually do?"
"Yeah, they come to look at the damage when you make a claim and then try to wriggle the insurance company out of paying out on it."
"Well, I suppose it could look that way from some peoples' perspective. But really my job is to make sure that the claim is genuine and people aren't trying to rip off the company."
"That's what I said, didn't I? The companies figure every claim is somebody on the fiddle and it's your job to prove them right."
"I somehow don't think we're going to find any common ground on that," Helen finally said.
"You've got that one right, girl." Helen gave me a frown. I was quite pleased with myself; I'd found her Achille's heel. She didn't like being called "girl"; quite a lot of women don't like that.
"John, some of us are specialists. We investigate claims that look suspicious or inflated. That's what our real job is."
"So what do you want with me. I ain't made any claims."
"The company my father and I work for carried a life insurance policy on Mary Simmons."
"Hey, what? And you think you can get the money back from me, because I've been convicted of killing her. Well, you're out of luck on that one, baby. My missis made a pretty good job of cleaning me out."
"John, please be serious for a minute and listen to what I've got to say, will you? It's important."
"Okay, shoot, girl. I won't interrupt again."
"William Simmons took out a massive insurance policy on his wife six months before she was murdered. Although he'd taken out a similar policy on himself as well, my dad was still suspicious about it for some reason. The company had to pay out when you were convicted of Mary's murder, but my father wouldn't leave it alone. William Simmons cancelled his own policy just a few months after his wife was murdered and my father didn't like that either."
"Well, Mary Simmons was a rich woman. When he got his hands on her money, I should imagine insurance was the last thing Bill Simmons was worried about."
"You knew the Simmons well?"
"Not really, only through business. We handled some of Mary's company recruitment. Not much, because she was a good boss and the staff turnover was minimal."
"Look, John, my father always suspected that something was not right about what happened to Mary Simmons and you. Even after you changed your plea to guilty, he still wasn't convinced."
"What about you? Did you think I stabbed Mary Simmons in that hotel room?"
"Well, to be honest with you, yes, at the time I did. But...." Helen suddenly stopped talking.
"But what?"
"But my father wouldn't let it go. John, have you ever seen Columbo on television?"
"Oh, yeah, I've watched a lot of Columbo over the last few years in the nick, nothing but repeats on the telly nowadays and there wasn't much else to do. They don't like to let us dangerous murderers get bored."
Helen ignored or wasn't the slightest bit phased by my hint that she was sitting there with a convicted murderer.
"Well, my dad, once he'd got the bit between his teeth, was a little like Columbo. He wouldn't leave it alone. Everywhere that Bill Simmons went my dad would try to be around. Just letting Simmons know that he wasn't convinced."
"You're speaking of your father in the past tense," I commented.
"Yes, my father died in a road accident some time back. A hit-and-run accident involving a stolen car, which the police put down to joy riders. They found the car burnt-out later the same evening.
"At first that's what I thought it was as well. That is, until I was clearing out my father's flat. I discovered a massive file in his desk, about you, William Simmons and Mary Simmons' murder. I hadn't known that my father was keeping an eye on Simmons. Well, why should he still have been on the case? The claim had been settled right after you confessed.
"Anyway it was apparent from that file that my father had been keeping an extremely close eye on what Simmons had been up to in the years following his wife's death and your conviction. You know, Bill Simmons gradually liquefied all of Mary assets and the cash all seemed to disappear. Well, my dad couldn't find out what he did with it; he thought Simmons moved it out of the country, but he didn't know where.
"Dad had a lot of Simmons movements listed, like where he'd go and whom he'd met. But there was a lot of time when dad couldn't find out where Simmons had been. You've got to remember my dad was apparently doing all this in his spare time.
"My father watching Simmons got me curious and I thought I'd just have a little nose around. The only trouble was I couldn't find Simmons. He'd disappeared off the face of the earth. For two years now I've been trying to track him down. Now whether I liked it or not, that is really suspicious, and I really want to know what the hell has been going on; but I'd run out of options.
"So I thought I'd better go right back and start at the beginning, with Mary's death and your conviction. You wouldn't speak to my father when he tried to see you in prison, and you wouldn't speak to me whilst you were inside either. Will you tell me about it now?"
I sat back in my seat and looked at Helen, then I looked around the almost empty cafeteria. "Well, young lady, I could be willing to talk about it. But this is neither the time nor the place. I've just got out of jail and to be honest I've not got my mind sorted out yet. Give me a couple of days and I might decide to meet you again. Then maybe we can talk properly."
"I've waited two years already. If that's what you want, I can wait a few days. Give me a number where I can get in touch with you."
"Sorry, girl, I haven't got a telephone yet," I lied. I knew there was a mobile phone in the glove box of the car. "You give me a number where I can get hold of you and I'll call you."
She gave me a card with her telephone numbers on it and then after thanking me for talking to her, she got up and left. I watched her walk away, appreciating the way she filled her clothes.
Once I'd given Helen time to get out of the car park, I went back out to my own car. Helen's car was nowhere to be seen. Then it was back on the motorway to check whether anyone else was tailing me. I travelled nearly sixty miles before I was convinced that there was no one back there. Then I left the motorway and began the journey back by the old roads.
It was nearing three o'clock when I arrived at the cottage. Ronny Macintosh, my sometimes legal representative and best friend, had purchased the cottage on my - or should I say a Bahamian company's - behalf, some months prior to my release. In theory I was renting the place. It was Ronny who had also laid on the car and everything else outside the prison. With his help, I'd managed to keep my off-shore investments secret from Angela's grabbing hands.
"Where the fuck did you get to?" Ronny demanded as I walked in the door.
"I got tailed from the prison. I don't want every bugger in the world to know where I'm living. It's bad enough I have to tell the parole people."
"Keep your nose clean and they shouldn't bother you. Anyway who followed you?"
"Some bird. Something to do with the insurance company who got stitched up for a big pay-out on Mary Simmons' death. Helen Cafrey; do you know her?"
"Cafrey, Cafrey. Yeah, that name rings a bell," Ronny said as he opened his briefcase.
He took from it a file with my name prominently printed on the front and looked through it.
"Ah, here we are. But it isn't a Helen Cafrey, it's a George Cafrey. When they first sent you down, he asked me a few times to set up an interview with you. You told me to tell him to take a hike, in your usual terms. And then his daughter turned up a few months back. I told her to forget it, as well." Ronny read from the document.
"Yeah, well, I think she reckons that the grieving widower might have murdered Mary and her father," I said.
"No, that was well checked out at the time. Bill Simmons had a cast iron alibi. The police gave him a very good look over, before they even thought about you."
"And then made a very nice job of framing me."
"Look, John, you keep on saying that it was the police who framed you. Just suppose for the minute that it wasn't them but someone else. Maybe even Bill Simmons."
"No, there was no way he could have done it. He'd have needed access to my house and my office. There was no way in hell that he could have planted all of that evidence, even if he did break into the house. No, those bleeding coppers planted it all when they did their so called searches."
"John, I know you've always thought that the police fitted you up, but I can't see why they would have any reason to...."
"To get a nice easy conviction, Ronny. An heiress is murdered in a luxury hotel. Three days later her lover and local businessman is charged. Very efficient policing! I'm going to bet that there was more than one promotion came out of that little stitch-up. Anyway let's forget all that for the minute. What about my kids? When am I going to get to see them?"
Ronny didn't answer for I moment or two.
"Look, Johnny, we've got a bit of a problem there." He finally replied with a concerned look on his face.
"I don't want to know about your problems. I want know when I'm gonna be able to see my children. In a way I can understand Angela divorcing me after that load of bullshit that was banded around in court. But she could have brought the children to see me now and again."
"Well, the point is, John, we don't know where to find Angela or the children at the moment."
"What?"
"She sold the house last year; she's been living in a rented flat for some years now, you know."
"No, I didn't know! What the hell would she want sell the house for? It was all paid for and everything."
"I don't know, Johnny. She wasn't very communicative with me, you know that. Anyway that isn't the worst of it. John, I sent Ralph round last week to arrange a visit for you with the kids and she'd gone. The flat was empty and there was no forwarding address."
"Why the hell would she do that?"
"Its speculation, John, but you know she's got a court order banning you from contacting her directly or going within a mile of her residence. Perhaps she's frightened of you. You know you were a little vocal the last time you spoke to her."
"Well, didn't I have a right to be? She'd just told me she was going to divorce me because of my so-called affair with Mary Simmons. I'd expected my wife to believe me and stand by me.
"Fuck it, Ronny! Get the hell out of here and leave me to think about this, will you? I'll call you in a day or so, when I've got my head straight, and we'll talk then. In the meantime, find out where my bloody kids are."
Before he left, Ronny ordered me a Chinese take-away to be delivered and told me all about the cottage, what days the housekeeper came, et cetera. When the meal finally arrived, I settled down to enjoy my first night of freedom with it and a bottle of Scotch.
End of chapter one
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Chapter Three
Unwelcome, Welcome Guests.
Jenny didn't wake me in her usual fashion the following morning. I was suddenly aware of her shaking me.
"John, wake up. You've got visitors," I heard her say through the fog in my brain.
"Wow, I don't need any of that shit this morning," I said to her, when I noticed she had another glass of that concoction of hers in her hand. "Who's here anyway?"
"The police! I think one of them is that inspector that Helen mentioned yesterday."
"At this time of day! Um, what time is it anyway?" I asked, still trying to clear the fog in my brain.
"Eight-thirty!" Jenny replied.
"In a bleeding hurry, aren't they? Okay, tell them I'll be down in a minute."
Jenny, after giving me a nice smile, left the room and I climbed out of bed. As I stood up, the sudden pain in my head told me that maybe I had hit the juice a little on the hard side the previous evening; I could just about remember staggering home. I made a mental note to cut down on alcohol.
Then having had second thoughts, I gulped down Jenny's weird concoction, making another mental note to get the recipe for it from her as well. The stuff tasted like shit, but it definitely did the trick.
++++++++++++
"Where are they?" I asked Jenny when I came down the stairs that led off of the lounge.
"Outside waiting, of course. John, unless they have a warrant or just-cause, the police can't enter a house unless the owner invites them in. This is your house so I made them wait until you are ready to receive them. It never hurts to show them who's running things, you know."
"I'm beginning to worry about you, Jenny. You haven't had some run-ins with the police, have you?" I asked her, smiling.
"Let's just say my father wasn't flavour of the month with them, shall we? I learnt all about what the police can and can't do at a very young age." Jenny grinned back at me as she went to open the front door.
The familiar face of Inspector Gary Harris entered the room followed by an officer whom I vaguely recognised and I assumed was the sergeant that Helen had mentioned.
"Mr Carpenter, thank you for agreeing to see us," Harris said as he entered the lounge.
"Sit down, Inspector. I'm afraid I don't remember your oppo here's name."
"Frank Stevens," the other man said, offering his hand for me to shake. "Sergeant Stevens now; I was a PC when we met last."
Once I'd shaken the Sergeant's hand, Gary Harris shoved his hand in my direction. For a moment I detected the mason's grip, but when I didn't return it, it rapidly disappeared. "So, inspector," I thought to myself, "a brother, are we? I wonder if you knew I was before I went down or whether you're trying to tell me you are?"
"Well, John," the inspector began, but then corrected himself. "Sorry, may I address you as John, Mr Carpenter?"
"You did the last time we met and never asked my permission, Gary," I replied sarcastically.
"I'm sorry, John. The situation was very different then. Look, that was then and this is now. Helen ... er, Ms Cafrey has informed me of the investigations that she and her late father have been making. What I believed all those years ago is not necessarily what I believe now. Ms Cafrey is convinced that Bill Simmons killed his wife and that your wife was instrumental in planting the evidence against you. I've come to believe that there is a possibility that she could be correct."
"A possibility? Is that so?" I said sarcastically.
"John, I don't put people behind bars because I like the idea. I have to act on the evidence that is before me at the time. Now my trouble is that Helen has come up with certain information that leaves me to believe that someone could have fooled me, and the courts. I don't like to think that someone pulled the wool over my eyes, and if they did I intend to see that they go to prison for a long time."
"So you're not convinced I'm innocent then?" I asked.
"John, to be honest with you, what Ms Cafrey and her late father turned up has put your guilt in question, forgetting the trial for the moment, if we may. In my mind you are just a suspect in the murder of Mary Simmons. Can you understand what I'm saying?"
"Oh, so if you can't pin it on Bill Simmons, you're quite happy that I've just spent seven years in the slammer," I replied.
"John, I can only act on the evidence. But there is something much more important than your guilt or innocence at stake here," Gary Harris said, with a very serious look on his face
"Inspector Harris, what in the world do you think is more important to me than my conviction."
"What about the safety of your ex-wife and children?" Harris asked.
That statement by Harris really knocked the wind out of my sails.
"John," Frank Stevens carried on, "If what Helen believes did happen and Bill Simmons did kill his wife, it stands to reason Angela must have helped him plant all that evidence implicating you. Now suddenly just before you come out, your wife and children have vanished into thin air. The inspector and I are concerned that Bill Simmons might get worried that you would put pressure on Angela to tell what she knows. John, what we've got to take into account is that, if Simmons did kill his wife for her money, what's to stop him killing again to keep the secret?"
I looked from one officer to the other, as what Sergeant Stevens had just said to me sunk into my brain. This was a completely different ball game, and something I hadn't in my wildest dreams contemplated. A sudden feeling of panic began to rise within me.
"Well, what the hell are you doing to find them?" I demanded.
"Everything we can, John, I can assure you. Checks have been made at all airports and ports; we're pretty sure they haven't left the country," Gary Harris said, in an attempt - I think - to reassure me.
"What use is that? He's hardly likely to take them abroad before he kills them, is he?" I replied, my anger still rising.
"Calm down please, John. We don't know that he is going to harm them. It's just something we have to take into account. We - or rather Helen - believes they are in hiding in the country somewhere. We'll track them down in the end, you can be sure of that," Harris said.
"John, Hel ... Ms Cafrey thinks they can't be too far away. Bill Simmons must have been living somewhere fairly close by when he was visiting Angela at the flat. We very much suspect that Angela and the children are staying at his place," Frank Stevens added.
I had noted that, whilst trying to sound formal where Helen was concerned, both officers would refer to her by her Christian name when they let their guard down. There had been some undertone in Helen's voice that I'd picked up when she had mentioned Frank Stevens the previous evening. It wasn't a conscious thought at the time, but I was beginning to wonder whether there was something going on between them. Frank Stevens was a handsome guy and more Helen's age than Harris was.
"I can't see how you guys expect me to help. You know everything I know from those interviews we had years ago and I've been the slammer ever since."
"Well, John," Harris said with an unusual tone to his voice, "actually our hands are pretty well tied. But what Frank and I were thinking was that if we could put some pressure on Curtis, you never know; he might get scared enough to do some talking."
"And how do you intend to do that?" I asked.
"As police officers, we can't really. But we could hint to Curtis that you have been going on about him lying in court and appear to be after him," Frank Stevens suggested.
"Well, shouldn't I be pissed with him?"
"Generally convicted felons don't go after the witnesses who gave evidence against them, if they told the truth in court. They might be fairly pissed off with them, but they don't generally go looking for them. The idea is we let Curtis know you're after his blood and then you make a couple of appearances," Frank said
"And that's supposed to scare him into telling you the truth?" I asked.
"Well, not exactly, John," Harris said. "What we expect Curtis to do is try to kill you!"
"Do fucking what? Where the hell would that little wimp get the guts to kill me?"
"We're pretty sure he's killed before," Harris announced.
"Who? That little wimp couldn't have stabbed Mary Stevens."
"No, that's not his style. Curtis likes to use cars. We're damned sure it was him who ran down Helen's father," Frank said. "And do you know that Sheila Thomas was also killed in a hit and run accident? A stolen Ford again, the same as Helen's father; as a teenager Curtis had a habit of TWOCing Fords. It appears he finds them easy to nick."
"Holy shit! Sheila's dead? But that makes some sense; she was supposed to have been with Angela the night of Mary's murder. What do you think? Sheila looked after the children whilst Angela went to the hotel to get that bleeding chit for the Champagne that you found in my pocket?"
"Something along those lines. Look, John, we didn't just assume anything. I know you think we railroaded you but we checked out everyone. Sheila Thomas assured us that Angela didn't leave the house until you got there."
"That's right; she was leaving when I arrived home that night."
"Well, it's more than a slight possibility that Sheila died because she knew that Angela had left the house," Harris added.
"And you think that Curtis drove the car that killed her."
"It's a possibility. Or more likely, we think he could have stolen the car and someone else drove it. Bill Simmons, for instance. Look, John, modern cars aren't all that easy to steal, although actually they aren't too difficult either, if you know what you're doing. The odds on Bill Simmons knowing how to break into a car and being able to drive the thing away are pretty long. But to Curtis, a Ford is a piece of cake.
"The plan is we put the wind-up on Curtis. Then you show up and make sure he sees you. We thought it would be best if you book into a hotel near where he lives. We can clear that with your probation officer. There's no point in leading Curtis back here if it doesn't work. Then we sit on you and Curtis, and wait to see what the bugger does."
"This all sounds a little dangerous to me," Jenny's voice came from the doorway.
I'd almost forgotten she was still in the house. Jenny entered the room carrying a tray of teas. When she had put the tray on the table, she sat herself in one of the spare chairs.
"I'm not sure I like what you are planning," Jenny began. "John, I understand that you're pissed off with Curtis, but are you sure it's a good idea to put yourself in the firing line like that?"
"To be honest, Jen, I'm not too keen on the idea myself. But the only other option is for me to kick the shit out of the little Pratt and I can't see Gary or Frank here letting me get away with that in a hurry," I replied
"Now, that would put you back inside," Gary said. "But, Jenny, I don't think John's going to be in any real danger. He knows what the score is and will be expecting trouble. Look, John, if Curtis doesn't take the bait quite quickly, we'll have to think of something else anyway. We only have enough manpower to watch him around the clock for a few days."
"Well, if you're going to do something silly like this, I want to help," Jenny announced. "You can book me into that damned hotel as well and I'll watch John's back. I can smell a policeman half a mile away. What's to say Curtis can't do the same?"
All three of us looked at Jenny, and from her facial expression we knew what was going to happen. There's some women who, when they've made their mind up, nothing is going to dissuade them from their choice of action.
+++++++++++++++++++++
Two days later Jenny and I moved into separate adjacent rooms in a hotel about a mile from Curtis's place. Personally Jenny and I thought the police officers that were there to watch my back, stuck out like sore thumbs, but we were expecting them to be there and actively looking for them.
That evening a couple booked Curtis and his Mercedes to take them to the hotel's restaurant for dinner. As Curtis pulled up outside the hotel, I was standing on the steps at the main entrance smoking a cigar.
I pretended not to notice Curtis, but Jenny - who was watching from the hotel's lounge - told me later that he certainly not only noticed me but recognised me as well. Jenny said he stared at my back and if looks could kill I'd be on my way to the morgue.
When Curtis turned up to collect his customers later in the evening, I followed them out. This time I stared at Curtis as he opened the car door for them to get in; he did try to pretend that he wasn't aware that I was watching him.
The plan had been that he would assume it was just chance I was outside when he arrived. But I had seen him and had been waiting for him to return. The customer was going to innocently tell him that I had been asking questions about their chauffeur that evening and had told them I wished to hire a limousine.
Just after I got to my room the connecting door opened and Jenny came in with one of the officers on the stakeout. He was just about to knock off for the evening but agreed that Curtis had definitely seen that I was there. When he left - via Jenny's room - Jenny stayed.
"I thought you said no all-nighters, Jenny?" I said as she began to divest herself of her clothes.
"Well, that was when I could get home to watch what that bugger was up to. You can bet your bottom dollar that he's giving that little slut one right now. So why shouldn't I have some fun? Oh, Helen's coming in the morning so we'll have to get up early so she doesn't catch me in here."
"Why worry? I think I've worked out that she's sweet on Frank. They might even have a thing going already," I replied.
"Could be but somehow I doubt it. Frank Stevens has three children and is devoted to his wife," Jenny said.
"How'd you know that?"
"Bert told me earlier whilst you were outside waiting for Curtis to turn up. I told you to go after that one; I reckon she's a good catch."
"Jenny, it's not about who's a good catch, it's about falling in love with someone."
"Oh yeah and what good did falling in love do to the likes of us. My old man's shagging that slut from the Rose and Crown every chance he gets and your so-called loving wife is shacked up with a guy who framed you for his wife's murder. You know, when you think about it Angela must be bloody nuts to get hooked up with Bill Simmons. What's he liable to do when he gets bored with her?"
"That's an interesting point. I wonder if Angela's ever thought that one out?" I replied.
++++++++++++++++++
Jenny must by habit be an early riser. She must have started her wake-up-John routine about five AM. How her old man ever found the energy to lay that bleeding barmaid, I'll never understand. In the back of my mind I think I was possibly glad that our ages were so far apart and there wasn't any real chemistry between Jenny and me. I'm damned sure that she would have sent me to an early grave.
"Jenny, how well did you know Bill Simmons?" I asked as we were getting out of the shower.
"Hardly at all. I'd seen him around the tennis club a few times. Why do you ask?"
"Just wondering if he'd employed you to kill me, that's all!" I said smiling at her.
"Just for that we won't do it again until after breakfast." She laughed back at me.
Helen arrived as I was finishing my coffee in the restaurant.
"Do you want any breakfast, Helen?" I asked as she slid into the seat opposite me.
"No, thanks, just a coffee. I've already eaten. I'm surprised that Jenny isn't sitting with you." She replied.
"No, she's over there with her admirer, Bert. He's my bodyguard so having him and his mate hanging around Jenny is good cover for them."
"You think he fancies Jenny then?"
"Either that or he's a damned good actor. You don't see a smile like that on a copper's face very often."
"Does he know that you're sleeping with her? Oh, don't look so surprised, John. I wasn't born yesterday!"
"Um, well..." I spluttered.
"Don't worry about it, John. I'm cool with it. You've been locked away from women for some time. In a way it's a relief. From what I've been told some guys turn a little, um, ambidextrous after they've been inside for a few years."
"Well, I'm not one of them!"
"Calm down, John, I never said you were. I just said that's it's nice to be reassured that you weren't, that's all. Anyway down to business. Frank says that you should show up near Curtis' office around nine-thirty. Apparently he does a regular morning run, then stops for breakfast in a café and returns to his house, office or whatever you call that dump he lives in around nine-forty. Once you are sure he's seen you, come back here."
+++++++++++++++++
I was leaning under the bonnet of my car, pretending to be doing something to the engine when Curtis turned up. I watched him out of the corner of my eye as he kept taking quick glances in my direction. Once he was inside the office he kept looking out through the blinds. I decided not to leave right away, but hang it out for a while to make him sweat. It was about a quarter past ten when I left to return to the hotel.
"Someone, we assume it was Curtis, rang reception and asked whether you were staying here," Bert said when he joined Helen and me in my room just after I got back. He entered from Jenny's room so I assumed he had a key, because Jenny was still downstairs in the lounge.
"Did they tell him?"
"Yes, the guy working on reception with the girl is my partner. We need Curtis to think he knows everything."
Suddenly Bert's mobile rang, and he went into Jenny's room to take the call. He was back within a coupe of minutes.
"Curtis's gone mobile, heading out of town. The boss," I assumed he was referring to Gary Harris, "said he left his place like he had a bullet up his arse right after you did. He tailed you for a while, probably to make sure you were coming back here, then made off up the London road. The boss is hoping he's heading for wherever Simmons is living."
For the next two hours we heard nothing. Bert had returned downstairs and Helen and I sat and talked, mainly about her and my own children. She told me more about how she'd discovered that her husband was having an affair with his PA and how it must have been going on for sometime before she caught on.
Then Helen and I went down to have some lunch. It was whilst we were eating that I noticed Bert take a call on his mobile. Straight away, from his body language I could see that it wasn't good news.
As we finished the meal, Jenny, who was also giving out bad vibes, caught my eye and then looked up. I gathered a parlay was required in my room. Helen and I left the restaurant first and we were in the room when Jenny arrived on her own.
"They lost the bugger, in that bloody one way system in Richmond. Frank told Bert that they were positive he was heading for wherever Simmons and Angela are staying," she told us.



"Are they sure he didn't spot them?" I asked her.
"Yeah, from what Frank told Bert, they just got hung up in the traffic. Richmond can be a real pain in the backside sometimes."
"Well, in that case, Curtis might have just been going on a job."
"No, he has nothing in his diary for today and no one called him this morning," Jenny replied.
"How the hell would they know that?" I asked.
"Gary and Frank have been flying pretty close to the wind on this one, John." Helen said "They've bent the rules a bit, so please don't ask how they come by the information they have. They could both be for the high jump if they get caught."
"Wow, the oh-so-correct Inspector Harris bending the rules." I commented
"Don't sound so sarcastic, John. I told you Gary and Frank really want to get Simmons!" Helen scolded me.
"No, they want to be sure they put the right man away the first time. They might be bleeding pissed off, that they could have been hoodwinked. But I'm damned sure they would both prefer it if it turned out that they were right when they put me away. Damned shame they are going to be disappointed."
"You know you're a cynic, John. Has anyone ever told you that?" Helen said sounded slightly annoyed.
"What do you expect? I've just spent seven years cooling my heels in prison because those buggers didn't do their bleeding job properly."
"Well, believe it or not they are sticking their necks out for you now. So please try to be a little appreciative," Helen said and then we both dropped into silence.
I'm pretty sure Helen was angry with me over how I felt about Gary and Frank. But for seven years I had thought they railroaded me into prison. You don't lose that kind of hate in a hurry.
I must admit it was a boring afternoon, ever if I was sitting in my bedroom with - in my opinion - a beautiful woman. Pity we weren't in bed, but I thought Helen's affections were directed elsewhere. We watched the TV and drank endless cups of coffee, until about seven o'clock when we started talking about going down for dinner.
Helen had just gone into Jenny's room so that I could have a shower and change when she came back with Jenny and Bert, my so-called bodyguard. It appeared to me that he was Jenny's bodyguard. Actually that was unfair of me, since the plan was for me to look like I was alone except when Helen was around. Jenny was good cover for Bert! Probably I was getting jealous.
"The boss thinks something is going on," Bert said as he entered the room. "They found Curtis's Mercedes parked in a side street near Twickenham Station. But there's no sign of him there."
"So what does that prove?" I asked.
"Well, someone stole a Mondeo Gia from a car park in Richmond two hours ago. That's two stops on the train from Twickenham. And guess what? That Mondeo is parked in the station car park just down the road at this minute. One of the local guys just spotted it."
"So what happens now?"
"There's no one in the car so Inspector Harris thinks that the driver is watching the hotel waiting until you go out somewhere on foot. Then he thinks the driver will retrieve the car and try to knock you down. Both the other hit and runs were pretty late in the evening, so our man's quite patient. But there's nothing to worry about; we've got men watching the car. When the driver turns up we nick him!"
"I can't see what good that's going to do. If it's Curtis and he was intending to run me down, you can't prove he was intending to kill me. You'd better tell Harris to let him have a go at me..."
"Are you mad, John? He could kill you!" Jenny shouted.
"Jenny's right, John, it's too dangerous," Helen joined in.
"I don't think the boss would go for it anyway, John," Bert added.
"Then I can't see the point in this whole charade! Ring Harris and tell him I said he's to get his boys to stay back until the attempt is made; it's not like I don't know what's coming. Harris can call me on my mobile and tell me when the car moves. I'll be waiting for the little bugger."
Bert called Harris and at first he wouldn't go for it. But then I took the phone off Bert and, after a lot of argument, he agreed that my idea was the best but extremely dangerous. After I made a dig about spending the last seven years with a load of psychopaths Harris relented. But he said if I got injured it would be down to me.
I didn't eat dinner with Helen at the hotel. Instead I walked to The White Heart, a public house about a quarter of a mile away and had a meal there alone. There was no sense in putting anyone else in danger. The plan was for Bert and his oppo to drive to the pub so that they could watch what was going on. But when they arrived, they had Jenny with them.
We didn't acknowledge each other and sat on opposite sides of the bar. The place was pretty crowded, and a couple of times during the evening people had to share my table. One guy actually struck up a conversation with me. But nothing out of the ordinary happened.
By eleven o'clock they wanted to close up the pub, but Harris hadn't rung to say the car had been moved. So I went into the gents and called him."
"It looks like a no show, John. You might as well give up and go back to the hotel," Gary suggested.
As I came out of the gents I could see Bert talking on his mobile, so I guessed he was talking to Gary or Frank. Bert and my eyes met for just a second and that told me he knew I was about to walk home. We couldn't communicate just in case someone was watching me.
They actually finished their drinks and left the bar before I did. When I got outside I could see the three of them standing by the car talking. To my mind no one watching would have suspected they were police.
I began the walk home along the deserted pavement (sidewalk). I suppose I'd gone about fifty yards when I heard what I assumed was Bert's car start-up. But I don't know why I knew that something wasn't quite right. Then it struck me that the vehicle - which I was only hearing, remember, as it was behind me - began to move but it didn't reverse. Bert would have had to reverse his car to get it out of the car park.
By now the sound of the car was getting louder, too loud. "That thing's moving," I thought to myself. Then a car horn sounded in the distance and I realised that Bert had seen the car that I could hear. I turned on my heel just in time to see the car that had no lights on, mount the kerb. It was maybe fifteen or twenty yards away and coming straight at me. As I turned, I realised there was nowhere for me to go, a blank wall beside me with no doorways or anything to dive into. Any second now that car was going to hit me and there was nothing I could do about it.
End of part three.



        The Fall Guy Ch. 02

        Dawn surprises.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/the-fall-guy-ch-02

Title: The Fall Guy Ch. 02

Author: The Wanderer

Category: Loving Wives

Description: Dawn surprises.

Tags: mystery

Series: The Fall Guy


Chapter Two: Dawn Surprises
I woke the following morning with the granddaddy of all hangovers. It didn't take me long to realise that I had been woken by the sound of a woman singing somewhere in the cottage. No amount of hiding under the duvet would dull the sound.
Then quite suddenly she burst into my bedroom carrying a breakfast tray, which she placed on the table by the bed and then she went over and drew back the curtains.
I deduced all this from the sounds and the sudden brightness in the room that was clearly visible through the duvet that I was still trying to hide under.
"Good morning, Mr Carpenter. Now you get this down you," the woman said as she unceremoniously pulled the cover from over my head. "The best thing in the world for a head like you must have this morning."
"Who the hell are you?" I managed to ask at the same time as I tried to make sure the lower half of my body was still covered. Before I went to prison I'd not been one for wearing anything in bed and I'd returned to the habit on my first night of freedom.
"I'm Jenny, your housekeeper. Now get this down you!" she said, almost pouring the very questionable looking mixture in the glass she was holding down my throat.
"My god, what the hell was in that? It tasted awful!" I said, after almost choking on the vile mixture.
"A family secret, but you'll be feeling as right as rain in no time," she assured me.
"Or dead!" I retorted.
"It didn't kill my father and he often drank more than one bottle of Scotch a night, so it shouldn't do you any harm. Now sit up. You'd better get this down you as well. You've got to keep your strength up," she said in a very strange tone of voice.
Then she picked the tray up and placed it on my lap as I did so.
"Oh, my, got a little problem there, have we? Eat your breakfast, then give me a call and we'll see what we can do about that, before you have your bath." Jenny grinned at me.
Now look, I'd been without female company for seven years at least. And Jenny, now that I had time to have a good look at her, was all woman, in every sense of the word. Maybe a little old and on the buxom side for my liking, but beggars can't be choosers. And from the way she was talking I got the impression that she was raring to go.
Whilst I was eating, Jenny left the room. She returned after I'd called out to her; I've got to admit, I was gobsmacked to discover that she was stark naked when she entered the room.
"What do you think? Do I pass inspection?" she asked, as she did a little pirouette before me.
"Bloody hell, Jenny, that's one hell of a body you've got there!" I replied.
"Not bad for forty-five, is it? Pity my old man didn't appreciate what he had. I caught the bastard shagging the little tart of a barmaid from down the pub. So now he gets none of it and you can have all you want. Well, within reason; I won't sleepover. I keep that bugger of a husband of mine on a tight leash nowadays."
"Jenny, I'm beginning to suspect that you're a very wicked housekeeper."
"Well, I don't know how many little tarts he's been shagging over the years. So it's payback time and when Mr Macintosh said you'd been away from women for a while, I jumped at this job," she replied, still with that naughty grin on her face.
"Oh, so Ronny put you up to this, did he?" I asked.
"Oh, my god, no! Mr Macintosh was a perfect gentleman. I just thought a man who's been away from women for as long as you have would like a bit of female company on the side."
"Jenny, Ronny Macintosh is a bleeding solicitor. The last thing I'd describe any member of that profession as is a gentleman."
"Alright, if you say so, but he doesn't know about any of the extras I'm prepared to throw in on this job and I'd prefer it if you didn't make it common knowledge as well."
"You have my word as a gentleman and an ex-con. But aren't you in the least bit worried that you are offering to climb into bed with a man who's been convicted of murdering his last lover."
"Pigs might fly first, John. You were never Mary Simmons' lover and I very much doubt you murdered her. I'd stake my life on that. Hey! Maybe I am staking my life on it."
"How can you be so sure?"
"Well, now let's see why I believe that. Mary Simmons just happens to have been a member of the tennis club, where I happened to have a job as a cleaner at the time. Now, almost every guy in the club had eyes for Mary as I remember. No disrespect to you, John, but there were some pretty fit guys there; you're not bad looking, but you never were Robert Redford."
"No offence taken, Jenny. But how do you know what I looked like back then."
"Newspapers and the telly, silly. Your face was plastered all over them. Anyway I happen to know that Mary Simmons had a penchant for the young men. The younger the better, if you understand me, and normally two or three at a time. Oh, she was very discrete about it, but you can't hide that sort of thing from the staff. I'm sorry, John, but at the time I thought you were just too old for her liking."
"You're definitely kidding me?"
"On my children's life, John. We ... well, a couple of the other girls who worked at the club and myself ... told the police when they came around asking questions. But I don't think they believed us. Who was going to believe that an upright citizen like Mary Simmons was gang-banging teenagers? And of curse, the boys weren't going to say anything to the police. They were trying to hang her murder on just about anyone they could think of at the time. The youngsters just kept their heads down.
"Anyway, it's time we got your little problem sorted out. How many times can you get it up by the way?" Jenny asked, ripping the duvet completely off the bed. "Oh, my god, that's a nice big one, much bigger than my old man's. I hope I can handle it all right," she said just before my cock disappeared into her mouth.
It didn't take Jenny very long to achieve the desired result. She gave me possibly the best blow-job I'd ever had in my life. But then it had been so long since I had experienced a blow-job, I expect anything would have felt good that day.
After she'd finished and swallowed the lot - a first for me as blow-jobs hadn't been Angela's favourite pastime - Angela would only stay down there long enough to get me ready for what she termed "the main attraction." Then Jenny dragged me into the bathroom where I discovered that I was the proud owner of a Jacuzzi that Jenny had obviously filled whilst I'd been sleeping.
"I've always wanted to play in one of these things," Jenny said as we climbed in.
And play we bloody did for the rest of the morning. I'm going to admit that it was the first time I'd ever shagged underwater. Not that I can say I'd go out of my way to repeat the experience if there was a decent bed near by, but it was different.
It turned out that Jenny wasn't far off: insatiable. After we'd had lunch we shagged most of the afternoon away, before Jenny decided it was time for her to go home to her loving husband. Jesus, that was one dumb fucker she was married to! As I said, I thought that Jenny was a little on the old side for me to have a proper relationship with, but she was one bloody good sex machine.
During the day she had told me we could fuck anytime I wanted. She claimed she didn't expect anything in return, except total discretion and I promised her that.
That evening I went out to the village pub for a pint and a steak; Jenny had told me they served up reasonable ones there and she hadn't been lying. Whilst I was there I looked over the barmaid that Jenny had caught her husband rogering. I was even more convinced that he was a bloody fool; she looked and sounded like the village bike. I wouldn't have gone near her pussy with a ten-foot pole.
The next morning I awoke from an interesting dream to discover it wasn't a dream; Jenny was doing her Hoovering act again. After breakfast we went through a similar routine to the previous day, but performed in the shower instead of the Jacuzzi. I think Jenny wasn't too enthralled with shagging in the Jacuzzi experience either. But we did get in it for a while and messed about some.
After we'd had lunch, Jenny was standing at the sink washing up when I realised she was shaking her arse at me.
"Not now woman, I've got some things to do today."
"Are you sure?" she asked, one hand flicking the back of her short skirt up to show me that she wasn't wearing any knickers.
"Damn you, woman," I said as, getting out of my seat, I grabbed her by the waist, swung her around and then bent her over the kitchen table, where I took her from behind. "You know, you're bloody insatiable."
"Yeah, well, this is fun whilst it lasts, but you're soon going to find a beautiful woman of your own age to play with, and that's going to cut me off."
"Oh, yeah? Like who?"
"Well, the woman who's sitting up the road in her car, for one. I'd say she's waiting for you to make an appearance."
"What woman's this?"
"Oh, I don't know. Brunette, drives a little white car."
"Shit, Helen Cafrey. How did she know where to find me?"
"Dunno, but she was snooping around the village last week, before you got out."
"Oh, she was, was she? Well, let's finish this and then I'll have a little word with Miss Cafrey."
"Mrs Cafrey, you mean."
"No, that can't be right. Her father's name was Cafrey."
"Divorced, I should imagine and she's returned to using her maiden name then. She's definitely been married and has at least two kids."
"How do you work that one out?"
"Wedding ring or rather the shadow of one on her finger, and the two child seats in the back of her car. She was in the village-shop the other day when I was in there."
"Quite the little detective, aren't you?"
"Well, how do you think I caught my old man with that bloody tramp of a barmaid? It opened my eyes and taught me to be a lot more observant, I can tell you. Anyway stop talking and concentrate on what you're doing. I'm nearly there."
We finished our exercise and then I went to call Helen Cafrey on her mobile. But Jenny told me not to; she'd go and take her by surprise, whilst I tided myself up. "It would put her off her guard," Jenny suggested.
I came back down stairs as Jenny was showing Helen into the lounge. I followed them in and Jenny went off to make some tea.
"Still following me around, are you?" I asked as we sat down.
"John, I'm sorry but I knew where you were going to live when I saw you the other day. I was just being handy for when you got around to calling me. I told you, I need you to tell me exactly what happened, before you were arrested."
"All right, if you insist, but I should imagine most of it was in the papers."
"Reporters take a slanted view on things, John. You said that yourself the other day."
Jenny came back into the room with the tea; placing it on the coffee table, she made herself comfy in one of the other chairs. Helen gave her a quizzical look then looked across at me. I looked at Jenny, who gave me a big smile in return.
"Look on me as an independent observer and a chaperone. You never know; I might have some words of wisdom to throw in as well," Jenny said.
Actually the chaperone part made sense. After all I was a convicted murderer. Helen could say that anything had happened. Who was going to believe a convicted murderer?
"Okay, Helen, as you no doubt know, I ran an employment agency in the town at the time. Angela, my wife, was a stay-at-home mum looking after our two little ones. I knew Bill and Mary Simmons as clients. Mary's company would sometimes ask me to find both temporary and full time staff for them.
"Angela and I had been to dinner with the Simmons on a couple of occasions and we'd returned the invitations, but I wouldn't have called either of them good friends. On the contrary, they weren't really my type; a little on the stuck-up side for my liking."
"How did Angela get on with them?" Helen asked.
"About the same as I did, I think. She did say a few times that she didn't like the way Bill Simmons looked at her. In the end she told me she felt like he was undressing her with his eyes. Well, once Angela had told me that, I found reason to decline any further invitations from them.
"That was about it and then one morning I heard on the TV news that Mary had been found dead in a hotel bedroom somewhere. It surprised me because there was a hint of something-dodgy going on with Mary. Honestly I wouldn't have thought Mary was the type to... you know. Well, the hotel wasn't that far from her house.
"The Simmons weren't big customers of mine, so beside the normal curiosity that everybody had as to what had happened, I wasn't really interested. Angela and I discussed it a little, as everyone would do when someone they know had been murdered and that was it really.
"Then early in the morning a few days later, the police kicked my front door in and arrested me for murdering Mary. They had a search warrant for my house and office, where they claimed that they found all kinds of stuff that connected me with Mary Simmons. You know, receipts for hotel rooms, book matches from the same hotel and they even claimed that they found my fingerprints on a glass and a Champagne bottle in the room that Mary was killed in.
"The next thing I know some little shit who worked at the hotel swore blind that he delivered the bottle of Champagne to Mary's room and that he had seen me in there with her. Oh, and the chit for that bottle of Champagne - the police claimed that they found it in the suit jacket pocket I'd been wearing on the day she was murdered. And my car's registration number was on the car park attendant's list, only he couldn't describe the car; he'd just written the number down.
"Well, that's about it. When we got into court, even I thought I sounded bloody guilty."
"Didn't you have an alibi or anything?"
"Nope, I was in the office alone that night doing the wages for the month. Of course the girls on my staff said that I was still doing them as they left and that they were completed in the morning. But that didn't prove that I didn't slip out and murder Mary, then go back and finish the job."
"You've no idea how those receipts and things got into your pockets?" Helen asked.
"Yeah, the bloody police planted them, that's the only answer." I replied angrily. I always get angry when I thought about those receipts and the fingerprints on that bottle of Champagne.
"Somehow I can't believe that the police planted that evidence." Helen said.
"They must have. Who else would have the opportunity or the reason?"
"Well, I suppose in your position I would have thought the same thing. And I should imagine that once you accused the police of planting it, you wouldn't have been flavour of the month with them," Helen commented.
"Or the Judge. When I realised how well they'd stitched me up, I changed my plea to guilty," I added.
"But there was someone else who could have planted the evidence, someone who would have known you were in the office on your own that night as well."
"Who?"
"You're not going to like this, but have you ever thought about your wife, Angela," Helen offered.
"Don't talk nonsense. Why would she want to plant all that evidence? Why would she want to frame me for murder?"
"John, do you know where your wife and children are now?"
"No, from what I've heard she's gone into hiding. I was pretty upset when she divorced me and said a few things I regretted when I'd had the time to reflect on them. She probably thinks I'd do her some harm. Well, in the end she did come to believe that I had an affair with Mary Simmons and murdered her."
"Let's just go back a little bit, John. Tell me why were you doing the wages late that evening. Was that your normal habit?"
"No, I normally did them during the day. But Angela had managed to swing an interview for us at the best school in town. We wanted the children to be on their list and they interview the parents before they will accept the children."
"And if I told you that interview had been booked months in advance!"
"Never! Angela happened to run into the headmistress in the hair-dressers or something."
"John, that interview was booked over two months previous, of that I can assure you. She's retired now, but I've spoken to the head-mistress," Helen said at the same time as she picked up the briefcase she'd brought in with her and removed a file from it.
She sorted-out a piece of paper from the file and handed it to me. It was a statement about the school interview signed by the headmistress and confirming what Helen had just said.
Then Helen threw a photograph on the table.
"Who's that?" she asked.
"Bill Simmons," I replied.
"And who are these?" Helen asked throwing several more pictures on the table, obviously stills from shop security cameras and of not very good quality.
"I'd say they are Bill Simmons as well."
"Yeah, I'd agree," Helen said, "these are from shops near to the flat where Angela and the children were living. I'd say, in that one, the child who's holding Bill Simmons's hand is your eldest daughter and the woman just visible standing outside the shop-door is Angela."
"No! It can't be."
"I'm sorry, John, but it is. I'm damned sure that Bill Simmons was a regular visitor to that flat. There aren't any security cameras in the building, but the doorman recognised Bill Simmons' picture straight away when I showed it to him and the doorman said that he often stayed overnight." Helen sat back and waited for me to take it all in.
"But Helen didn't like Bill Simmons. She told me so on more than one occasion."
"John!" Jenny joined the conversation, "I would think that Angela told you that so that you wouldn't invite the Simmons to dinner anymore. That way she and Bill Simmons couldn't slip-up and say the wrong thing when the four of you were together."
"The most likely explanation," Helen offered.
"Oh, shit! Are you trying to tell me that my wife framed me for murder?"
"No, I'd say that Bill Simmons was the brains behind it. It was him who gained the most financially; he probably murdered his wife as well. Angela just placed all the evidence and made sure you couldn't account for your whereabouts at the same time. You were just the fall guy, John."
I looked at Helen. "How long have you known this?" I demanded angrily.
"Now don't go shooting the messenger, John!" Jenny said, trying to calm me down.
"About a month." Helen replied, "I've had my father's papers since just after he died, but it was only when I started looking for Angela and discovered that she'd disappeared with the children, that I began to realise what could have really happened. Bill Simmons had vanished into thin air sometime back and with Angela going missing I just got to wondering. Anyway I showed Simmons' picture around the flats where Angela had lived and I wasn't really surprised that just about everybody had seen him around."
I got up and paced the room. Angela, the woman I'd loved, had betrayed me and actually helped to frame me for Mary's murder. I had serious problems believing she'd do such a thing to me.
Then I suddenly remembered our wedding anniversary and that bloody Champagne Angela had brought for us to celebrate it with. I never have been one for Champagne - too fizzy for my liking. But about four months before Mary's murder Angela had a bottle of Champagne that she'd asked me to open on our wedding anniversary. Damn it, the bitch had to have been planning the fit-up for months. I'd never seen the connection between that anniversary Champagne and the bottle the police found in Mary's hotel room before.
"Damn it, you're right, it all makes sense now." I told the girls, going on to tell them about the Champagne.



"Damn it, the one person I trusted unconditionally turns out to be the person who put me away for seven years," I shouted angrily.
"Please sit down and calm yourself down, John," Helen said, "Now we've got to find out how to prove it and exactly who did murder Mary."
"Well, Bill did, I should imagine," I said.
"And what about his alibi? He had half a dozen people who told the police he was with them all that evening," Helen retorted.
"Well, if not him, who? A hired killer? Where the hell would Bill Simmons find one of them?"
"Look, there's only one person that we know who definitely did lie to the police. That waiter who said he saw you in Mary's hotel room. If you weren't there, then we know he lied to the police and in court. That's perjury, if we can find him and get him to tell the truth. Well, then, he must have seen who really killed Mary Simmons," Helen suggested.
"That's if he ever went near the hotel room that night," I observed.
"He must have, to have given the killer the chit that they put in your pocket," she replied.
"How will we find him anyway? I doubt he still works at the hotel," I asked.
"No, he doesn't. He drives a hire car for a living nowadays. Strange, that one, hotel waiters don't earn much. But he brought a brand new Mercedes about three months after you were convicted." Helen said with a smile on her face. "Oh, and he paid for it in cash!"
"You think that was his pay-off money? Seems a lot for lying in court. Hey, maybe he killed Mary?" I suggested, but immediately changed my mind. "No, I remember the little bugger in court. He was a bloody weakling!"
"How old was he?" Jenny suddenly asked.
"Buggered if I know. Seventeen, eighteen maybe; he was only a kid," I replied.
"He was twenty, but he looked a lot younger. He still looks like a teenager, now." Helen informed us.
"Just how Mary liked them then; maybe he was the bait that got Mary to the hotel room in the first place. He could have arranged all those hotel bookings as well if he was on the inside," Jenny suggested.
"What do you mean, just how Mary liked them?" Helen asked looking at Jenny.
Jenny - after looking at me to get the go ahead - told Helen about Mary's preference for younger men or really boys. For a few moments Helen thought, apparently digesting what Jenny had told her.
"No, I agree with John," Helen said, "he was and still is a bloody little weakling. Now the guy who used to be the night manager, he was a very questionable character. And it was strange that if he was on reception as he was supposed to have been that night. He never claimed to have seen you enter or leave the hotel. It could be that he murdered Mary and wanted to stay right out of the public eye."
"This is all speculation. I've been thinking for some time I needed a private talk with that Curtis guy who claimed to have delivered that Champagne," I said.
"I don't think that's a good idea, John. If you lose your temper with him, you could finish up back inside serving the full twelve years," Helen said. "Leave the little sod to me. I've got a couple of friends who are very interested in all this. But you're going to have to hold your temper and be civil to them."
"And just who are these friends of yours?" I asked. Helen had never mentioned anyone else interested in the case before.
"Now don't get mad, John, but one of them is Inspector Harris," she said with a contrite expression on her face.
"Harris!" I shouted angrily. "He's one of the buggers who got me sent down in the first place."
"John, take it easy. He was just doing his job," Helen said in an attempt to calm me down. "All the evidence pointed to you; you said that yourself. But Gary and Frank don't like the idea that someone took them for a ride. When I told them of my suspicions they got just as angry as you just did."
"But if he believed you why didn't he do something," I demanded.
"Oh, yeah, and who refused to see Inspector Harris in prison a few weeks back? Frank and Gary wanted to tell you what I've told you, but how did you put it? 'Tell the f-ing B's to f-off!' That's what the warden said your reply was and you wouldn't see me either."
"Whoops, yeah, I did say something similar," I admitted. "Maybe a bit more colourful. And I thought you were another damned reporter."
"So I gathered the other day. Anyway it was my idea that I try to approach you once you were released. Inspector Harris and Frank, his sergeant, have been looking into things and are trying to reopen the case. The trouble is they don't think they have anything to get your conviction quashed unless they can find the real murderer. They want your co-operation, but they don't need you going off and knocking anyone around."
"Well, I couldn't do anything if I wanted too, yet. I'd have to track that little shit, Curtis, down first."
"Inspector Harris would like to talk to you, before they talk to Curtis. Will you see them?" Helen asked.
"Do I have a choice?" I replied.
"No, not really. To be fair you shouldn't have spent so much energy on calling Gary all those names. He was doing his job and he held no malice against you," Helen pointed out.
I was beginning to think Helen was sweet on inspector Gary Harris. A shame she was a really nice looking woman. But surely Harris was a little on the old side for her.
Come on, Jenny was just a bit of fun for both of us, it wasn't going to be anything long term, and we both knew it.
I'm not sure how it happened then but, after Helen asked me if I'd meet with the police inspector, the subject of conversation change completely, to a discussion about the cottage. Which culminated in Jenny giving both of us a tour of the house and garden. You know I'd been there two days and hadn't even looked at the massive gardens.
Leading down the left side of the garden was a long rose arbour type tunnel covered in climbing roses. At the end of this tunnel was a little secret garden surrounded with box hedges, in the centre of which stood a wooden table and chairs.
"Isn't it beautiful?" Helen said, "my girls would love this."
"There's a swing on the other side of that tree over by the pond," Jenny informed us.
"God, you're lucky to have found a place like this, John," Helen said, as she ran over and sat on the swing.
"Well, don't just stand there," Jenny whispered to me, "go be a gentleman and give her a push on the swing."
"Jenny, are you trying to play matchmaker?" I asked as quietly as possible.
"Blimey, John, you've been staring at her like a cat who's spotted a mouse in the undergrowth all afternoon. Go on get your arse in gear," Jenny said, giving me a firm push in Helen's direction.
"How many children have you got?" I casually asked Helen as I gently pushed her on the swing.
"Two girls, six and eight," she replied.
"Who's looking after them? Hubby?" I asked still trying to sound like I was making casual conversation.
"No, my mother-in-law is; my husband and I are divorced, but my in-laws are a great help to me and the children."
I believe that all I could think of to say was, "Oh."
"My husband and my interests' sort-of separated. He took a little too much interest in his assistant and he didn't take too kindly to my interest in boxing."
"That doesn't sound very ladylike."
"Oh, it wasn't. I knocked him out cold and she ran naked from the hotel room. But I did enjoy the moment."
"Were there any unpleasant ramifications ... you know, with the police?"
"No, he'd have looked a real wimp standing in court and accusing his little woman of laying him out with one punch. I don't think the idiot ever took it seriously when I told him that my father had taught me to box and had insisted that I was proficient in Judo before he let me get into this business. You know some folks can turn very aggressive when they have their insurance claims rejected."
"So your father made sure you could defend yourself," I said smiling down at her. Somehow I couldn't picture Helen landing one on anybody who crossed her.
"When I need to," Helen said, turning in the swing so that I could see the smile on her face.
"Johnny, I think its time I made a move," Jenny called out, "My husband will be home from work before long. Goodnight. Hey, why don't you and Helen go out for a meal together?"
We both called out good night to Jenny as she walked back towards the cottage.
"I'm sorry about that. I think Jenny's a little on the pushy side," I said to Helen once Jenny was out of earshot.
"Well, I haven't eaten since breakfast," Helen said.
"But what about your children?"
"I told you my mother-in-law is at my house; she'll feed them and put them to bed. She does that quite often for me. You know, I work some very weird hours in this job. A quick meal in the local pub before I go home will save me having to pick up a take away."
Helen and I went to the local pub in her car, where I had another steak and she ate lasagne or something. After she left to go home to her family, I sat in a corner of the bar for the rest of the evening. Out of interest, I'm sure the little nymphomaniac behind the bar was trying to add me to the notches on her belt, but I ignored her.
End of Chapter two
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Chapter Four
I got friends in low places
The car was maybe fifteen or twenty yards away and coming straight at me. As I turned, I'd realised that there was nowhere for me to go, a blank wall beside me with no doorways or anything to dive into. Any second now that car was going to hit me and there was nothing I could do about it.
I'm not sure whether it's the sudden burst of adrenaline hitting your brain that causes it, but in situations of danger like I'd suddenly found myself in, everything appears to go into slow-motion. I could see the car coming straight at me, I can even remember thinking that I couldn't see who was behind the wheel because it was so dark.
Just for a millisecond the thought that I could dive to the side, just before the car struck me, entered my head. But at the same time I realised that this wasn't an accident; the driver could just turn the wheel slightly and run over me whilst I lay on the ground, or even stop and reverse the car over me.
Where the hell I got the idea of jumping over the damned car from, I really don't know. But as the car got close, I took a step or two towards it and then launched myself into the air. Then things get a bit hazy in my memory. I'm pretty sure I landed one foot on the bonnet with the intention of pushing myself higher, but the car was travelling so fast that I was thrown into somewhat of a spin. I can remember striking the car's roof with my shoulder and rolling onto my side; then slipping off the rear end of the roof and bouncing off the boot lid as I did so.
The next thing I was aware of was laying on the ground looking up at Jenny crouching over me.
"John, how badly are you hurt?" Jenny asked, with a very concerned look on her face.
I can remember lying there wiggling my toes and fingers. Everything appeared to work, as it should do, but I knew I'd given my shoulder one hell of a bang somewhere along the way, most likely when I first hit the car's roof. I was aware of nothing that appeared to be broken. Carefully I lifted myself to the sitting position, with Jenny trying to persuade me to stay lying down.
"Christ, Jen, I think I got away with it," I said to her, in astonishment. "You know, for a minute there, I thought I was about to meet my maker. Where's Bert?"
"They went after the car that hit you. Ah, here's the ambulance now."
"I don't need an ambulance. I'm fine; just a couple of bruises, that's all."
"John, you were unconscious for about five minutes and you've got a nasty looking bump on the back of your head. You're going to casualty whether you like it or not."
Jenny was definitely in mothering mode and I really wasn't in any condition to argue with her. There is also the possibility that I passed out again, as the ambulance ride is a very hazy memory.
The next thing I remember I was in casualty. I expected Harris or some other police officer to turn up in casualty, but for a long time the only people I saw were a couple of part-time Specials and Helen. Jenny of course had come in the ambulance with me. Poor Helen had trouble getting past the Specials until Jenny had intervened. So I gathered the Specials were supposed to be my bodyguard.
Christ, the hospital staff went through the book on me. X-rays and just about everything you could think of. After much pulling and pushing me around they treated the few minor grazes I had and diagnosed concussion, to be precise, mild concussion they said.
"What the hell happened?" I asked Jenny when I finally began to get my head together. "I thought Harris said that car didn't move."
"Apparently it didn't," Jenny replied. "It was a different car completely. From what the Special Constable says, just about every available policeman in the county is out looking for it now."
"What! They lost the bleeding thing?"
"Well, we assume so; it was out of sight before Bert got his car out of the pub car park," Jenny replied.
Helen, who had said nothing, was sitting on the other side of the bed and I suddenly became aware that she was holding my hand. Actually it was only when I went to scratch my nose that I realised that I didn't have a free hand to do it with, Jenny was holding my other hand.
That was a big problem for me; which hand did I release to scratch my nose? After thinking about it for a couple of moments, I decided to let my nose itch. It was taking my mind off of the other aches and pains and the dammed headache I had; I wouldn't want to upset either woman. Thoughtful bugger, ain't I?
Then a doctor and nurse came in. I think the doctor was the guy who'd been in-charge of my treatment earlier.
"Sorry, ladies, I'm gong to have to ask you to leave the patient alone. The best treatment for concussion is rest and sleep. So we're going to administer a sedative now."
"Great!" I thought to myself "I'm the bleeding patient and he's telling the girls what he's going to do before he even asks me whether I want a sedative." I discovered later that I'd been more out of it than I thought and had been what that medical staff kindly refers to as a "difficult patient." Apparently I'd assured everybody that I was fine and that I was going home.
I'm not too sure that the sedative worked that well at first. Perhaps there was a lot of adrenaline still in my system and interfered with the result the doc was expecting. During the night, I woke up several times when the nurses came in to check on me. And that damned beep, beep, beep of those machines that they'd apparently hooked me up to got really up my nose.
At one time I thought I heard raised voices. I believe they were Helen's and Jenny's and I got the distinct impression they were putting Gary Harris through the mill. But then I heard a female voice tell them to be quiet, and after that there was silence and I must have fallen into a deeper sleep.
I had strange dreams about that car coming at me, during which I tried again to see the driver's face, but it was just too dark. Then I had the strangest dream that I was moving; I mean, my bed was moving and I could hear people talking, but nothing of what they said made any sense to me. There were bright lights and strange humming noises, things that I could hear and I was aware of through my eyelids, but I couldn't open my eyes to see.
-----------------------------
When I finally awoke, I was immediately aware that I was in a completely different room. Just to make life more interesting, hovering in front of my face were the biggest pair of tits that I'd seen in years, all nicely wrapped up in a nurse's uniform. That's possibly a lie - Jenny carries one impressive pair of Bristols.
Anyway you don't wake up to that kind of view every morning ... well, not when you've just spent seven years in the pokey, you don't. The nurse was fiddling with something above my head on the bed's headboard.
I'm not sure why I did it, maybe devilment or it could have been that I wasn't thinking straight from whatever drugs they'd put in my. That's my excuse anyway! I lifted my head just slightly and it brought my mouth close enough to just give one of those beauties a little nip.
"Ouch!" The nurse shouted and jumped back from the bed.
"Ah, he's awake," Jenny's voice came from somewhere in the room at the same time as the retreating body of the nurse allowed me to see Helen sitting in a chair by the bed. "Oops, very bad timing, John. There's only two women in the world who give a damn about you at the moment and they are both here in the room when you take a nip at another woman's tits," I thought to myself.
"Mr Smith!" The nurse said, with what I took to be a chastising, but at the same time laughing tone to her voice.
"That's our John! What did he do ... bite you?" Jenny said.
"Saucy bugger sure did," the nurse replied with humour in her voice.
"That'll teach you to put temptation in John's way. With a figure like you've got, I'll bet a lot of the patients appreciate them," Helen said to the nurse.
That struck me as an out-of-character sort of thing for Helen to say, somehow.
"They normally try to grab them, not eat the bloody things," the nurse replied still laughing.
"I'm sorry, I thought you were someone else," I said, trying to placate everyone.
"If you think we're going to believe that, you're very much mistaken, you randy little bugger!" Jenny replied to me. "You'd better warn the other nurses to watch themselves around this one," she directed at the nurse.
"How are you feeling, John?" Helen was by now standing over me.
"Like shit! What in the hell happened?"
"Your brain swelled up because of that bump you took on the head. You've been unconscious for over a week," a very concerned looking Helen informed me.
I looked over at Jenny who was by now standing close to the bed as well. I had the greatest difficulty in understanding what Jenny was trying to tell me with her eyes and eyebrows. She seemed to be looking in Helen's direction and raising her eyebrows at the same time as her mouth went into silly contorted little smiles. There was a message there somewhere, I knew it. But I was buggered if could understand it.
The nurse had left the room, but she very soon returned accompanied by a doctor, who chased Helen and Jenny out before he and the nurse put me through the ringer. Both mentally and physically!
"Okay, Mr Smith, I should think you better spend another day or so in bed, just to make sure things have settled down alright and then you can go home. But take things quietly for a while please," the doctor said before he and the nurse left the room.
Almost immediately Helen and Jenny returned, accompanied by Ronny. Ronny was the first to speak.
"What the hell did you think you were playing at, John, letting yourself get set up like that? You know, I'm sure; we've got a pretty good claim against the police for conning you into a stupid arraignment like that. Should be worth half a mil at least, more if you play the injured soldier bit long enough." Ronny's solicitor's mind had been at work.
"No, Ronny, no one is getting sued over this! It was partly my idea to try to draw whoever it was out anyway. Just bad luck that they lost the damned car, that's all. What's the story on the car anyway?"
"The thing turned up burnt out just like the others," Helen replied. "John, it looks like someone was preparing to do you an injury anyway. Gary thinks the Ford Mondeo that was stolen in Richmond was a blind to keep the police occupied. The car that ran you down had been stolen several weeks ago, before you got out of jail. You're not going to believe this but it was clocked by a speed camera on the A40 the morning you were released from prison."
"That's interesting. Does Gary think they were intending to have a go at me outside the Scrubs?" I asked.
"He hasn't actually said, but it would be a bloody stupid thing for anyone to try, what with all those reporters who were hanging around outside there," Helen suggested.
"Maybe that's why they didn't try that day," I observed.
"Anyway Gary arranged to have you moved into this private wing and there's two armed policemen on duty outside all the time," Helen informed me.
"Would that have anything to do with why everybody is calling me Mr Smith?"
"Yeah, sorry, it was the first name that jumped into my mind that night of the accident," Jenny said. "I was trying to think ahead, I'll admit I was thinking about reporters to start with, but Gary said it's probably best to keep you incognito. You know, just in case Simmons tries to find you."
Between Jenny and Helen, who apparently between them had been doing the bedside vigil bit whilst I'd been sedated, told me that Curtis had been under police observation at the time the attempt on my life had been made, although the police were convinced that he stole the Mondeo Gia that they had been watching that evening. So the police, in the form of Gary Harris and his sidekick Frank, thought Curtis was aware that the attempt to kill me was planned for that evening.
Harris had questioned Curtis about his movements that day, but they had no evidence against him at all; it was just speculation and suspicion. The guy hadn't been fazed in the slightest when they pulled him in. Curtis also claimed that he hadn't seen me outside his office.
I don't know why it hadn't occurred to Harris that Curtis must have been in contact with Simmons somehow. I thought it was most likely by mobile phone. I know that Harris had arranged for Curtis's registered mobile to be tracked. Whenever he made or received a call on it, records of whatever cell he was in were being kept. But back at that time it was quite easy to lay your hands on an untraceable mobile; come to think of it, it still is if you know how. So there was the distinct possibility that Curtis had a second one
Harris and Frank came in the following morning and confirmed the tracking. They still hadn't been able to locate where Bill Simmons, Angela and my children were. They didn't think it was a good idea for them to go public with missing persons' appeal on Angela and the children because we still didn't know how Simmons would react.
"I think we better have him have another go at me," I suggested.
"Not a chance in hell. Christ, you only survived by the skin of your teeth last time," Harris said.
"Well, the bugger was one step ahead of us last time; this time I'll be better prepared. Anyway if the car that ran me down was stolen before I got out of the Nick that suggests to me that he was going to have a go at me anyway. I'm buggered if I'm spending the rest of my life looking over my bleeding shoulder."
"You have a point," Harris said. "I can only keep these guys on you for a finite period of time. Someone will start asking questions about the amount of overtime before long. What have you got in mind, John?"
"The same as the first time but under my rules. I'll lean on Curtis but without you lot looking over my shoulder."
"What do you mean when you say lean?"
"Inspector, you put me inside with some right dodgy buggers. Well, I made myself a few friends amongst them whilst I was there and I did some of them a few of favours. Now I'm thinking I might collect, but I'll need to know you guys will not be looking over my shoulder."
The two officers looked at each other, but didn't actually speak for some time. Then Gary Harris asked Frank if he would prefer to leave the room. Frank said he'd stay, but he needed my assurance that Curtis would walk away from any interview I had with him. I told him that I'm not a killer, but whilst I'd been inside I'd come to understand what fear could do if it was applied correctly.
"If I can help it, Curtis might piss himself, but I don't intend for him to get injured," I told them. "Well, not seriously anyway; that's all the little shit would need to get sympathy from a jury. I'd much rather see him rotting in a jail cell for a good few years than have him get off because he was busted up too much."
"I can't give you carte blanche to do anything you feel like, John," Harris warned me.
"Gary, you wouldn't be giving me carte blanche; you'd just be keeping out of the way. If the guys I'm hoping will help me smell a policeman, they'll disappear. I'll call you before the shit hits the fan."
There was certain reluctance on both Gary and Frank's part, but they eventually agreed to call the hounds off, although they insisted that the police guards stayed on me whilst I was in the hospital. They also insisted that panic buttons were installed at the cottage. I didn't bother to inform them that I wasn't going back there for a while.
After Gary and Frank left, Jenny came back into the room. I realised I'd been thinking of myself a lot and neglecting her a bit.
"Jenny, have you been here at the hospital ever since I got knocked down?"
"Most of the time, yes. I had to make sure they were looking after my boy properly," she replied.
"What about your husband? Surely he must be pretty pissed off that you've spent so much time here?"
"Fuck him! He's history. I caught him with that little slut in my bloody bed. I hope you don't mind; I moved into one of the spare rooms of the cottage for the time being, Helen and... um, Helen helped me. Mr Macintosh said it would be alright."
"Of course it's alright. Sounds to me that you're well shot of the bugger anyway. Now, give us a kiss then call Ronny and tell him to get his arse up here. I've got some things for that bugger to do before I get out of here."
Helen popped in later but she couldn't stay long because she had work to do. Ronny turned up about three. I asked him to drum up five thousand in cash and another car. Then I asked him to write me a will. Well, not exactly a will; remember on paper I was virtually a bankrupt. But I let him know that should I not make it, he was to split my money three ways, one third each to Jenny, Helen and my kids. After he'd taken his commission of course, and the children weren't to see a penny until after there was no chance Angela could get her hands on it.
I also asked Ronny to make a few calls for me, suggesting they should be made on a secure line. Ronny got my meaning so I knew that the calls would be made on a phone that couldn't be traced back to either of us.
------------------------------------------
It was another three days before the doctors finally deigned to let me out of the hospital. I left in the comfort of a laundry van. Although the police were convinced that there was no one watching the hospital, I didn't think it was worth taking any chances. Helen and Jenny picked me up at a prearranged place on the road. Then they dropped me at a different and rather grand hotel.
Later that evening after I had insisted that both women leave, I had visitors. Three rather large guys joined me in my suite. After discussing my problem for a while over a few drinks, the guys came up with a simple plan to get Curtis alone. They'd simply hire him to drive them somewhere and then grab him when they were somewhere quiet. After a phone call or two, they even came up with a good place for us to have our little chat. A warehouse in east London down by the river.
"There's a doorway right over the river," one of the guys said. "All you got to do is talk about tide times and bodies getting washed out into the channel and the buggers shit themselves."
"You've done this sort of thing before?" I casually asked, more out of making conversation that anything.
"Yeah, not clever dropping bodies in the Thames though. The damned things hang around too bloody long. They keep washing backwards and forwards with the tide. Anyway the idea is to clean the Thames up nowadays, not drop shit-heads in it. You know they found a salmon in the river the other year, and the boffins are hoping they'll breed in the river again one day."
Rather a surreal conversation to be having, I thought - the disadvantages of polluting the River Thames by dropping dead bodies into it. But it turned out the guy was a keen fisherman. I did wonder, though, just where these guys did dispose of dead bodies; they certainly appeared to know the ins and outs of doing so.



The rest of the evening was spent discussing old times and how the guys were getting on, on the outside. It was gone four in the morning when they finally left. I think they only left then because the booze ran out.
Needless to say I needed another of Jenny's mixtures when I finally woke the following day. Jenny had come into the room early and spotted all the empty Scotch bottles, then promptly headed off to find the required ingredients.
After insisting I eat a late breakfast in my room, Jenny decided it was time I had a shower and we played a bit. The woman nearly killed me that afternoon; she claimed she'd gotten used to plenty of sex and had been missing me. Well, I don't think she was missing me so much as a certain part of my anatomy. Anyway she damned well nearly wore it out; I couldn't get it up again no matter how much she tried.
"I don't want you getting all excited around Helen tonight, and scaring the poor girl away," Jenny said.
Then she informed me that Helen was joining me for dinner that evening.
"Johnny, that woman's got the hots for you, you know. She's a bloody good catch and you should go after her."
"Damn it, Jenny, I'm pretty sure Helen's got her eyes on Frank."
"What is it with you? First you say she's after Harris and then his bloody sidekick. Johnny, she's sweet on you. I know - I'm a woman."
"What makes you so convinced?" I asked, curious whether Jenny would say 'woman's intuition.'
"Well, she's bringing her children tonight and she wouldn't do that if she wasn't after you. She's letting you and her children look each other over, to see how you take to each other. And secondly she told me when you were sedated. You can't have better than the horse's mouth. Oh, don't tell her I told you; I promised not to tell."
"You told me after you promised her you wouldn't?"
"Yes, of course, why do you think she told me she was falling in love with you? I'm supposed to tell you," Jenny said with a satisfied smile on her face.
"You are?"
"Of course and, as I know you fancy her, we're saving a lot of time here. You be a good boy in front of the children and before you know it, you'll be bedding Helen on a permanent basis. Look, she's not a tart. I think you'll have to ask her to marry you."
"Women!"
"What?" Jenny asked.
"'Women,' I said; I'll never understand them," I replied.
Actually Jenny was quite right. I was really taken with Helen. I think I had been from the moment she first approached, or should I say the moment she proved to me that I couldn't frighten her in that motorway services.
Helen arrived about half six. Dinner would have to be early because of the children. But before the meal all five of us went for a little walk in the hotel grounds. Then we went into the restaurant to eat.
Helen's two girls were on their best behaviour. I doubt that they had been in a place that grand very often. Come to that neither had I. I don't really stand on too much ceremony. I had some fun with them by taking the Mickey out of the oh-so-correct waiter. The girls giggled and Helen gave me that look that I could remember getting from Angela when I messed about with my children in public.
I really believe that with Auntie Jenny's help, I hit it off quite well with the girls. Auntie Jenny had supplied me with the correct little gifts to give them. "First impressions are important with children and in-laws!" she'd said.
As I gave the children their little presents, I discovered there was an extra little box in the bag that Jenny had given me. That proved to be a broach for Helen; it was nothing special or very expensive. Apparently Helen had told Jenny she liked it when they'd been going around the shops together, whilst I'd been asleep, as my time in hospital was explained to the children.
Officially that was the purpose of the dinner; I was thanking the children for letting their mother spend so much time away from them, whilst she'd been at my bedside.
Helen and the children didn't stay very late. After they'd left, Jenny declared the evening a success and demanded that we go into the bar for a while to celebrate.
"Just how do you know the children liked me?" I asked Jenny.
"What, not like superman, who jumped over a car in one bound? They were awe-struck. How could they not like you? Christ, if you get your own children back off of Angela, you and Helen will have a bloody house full. You'll need a governess; do you want my application in writing now?" Jenny said with a triumphant tone to her voice.
"Give over, Jenny, I hardly know Helen, and anyway I didn't exactly jump over that car in one bound. I bounced a bit!"
It was only when it got late that I realised that Jenny obviously wasn't going home that night, so we retired to bed. It was a long night punctuated by bouts of exertion.
-------------------------
I got the cryptic phone call about ten the following morning. Jenny wanted to come with me but I refused to let her get involved.
It took me nearly two hours to get to the warehouse. As I approached, a large door was opened so that I could drive inside so my vehicle was out of sight. One of my friends met me and led me through several other warehouses until we got to one that must have been right by the river. Parked in the middle of the warehouse was Curtis' car.
I was led over to a small office built against the wall on the riverside of the warehouse.
"Alright, mate," the guy who had planned all this said as I entered the office. He had two gorillas with him who would have scared the shit out of anyone who met them on a dark night.
"He's been stewing in the boot since just after midnight. The boys have been standing by the car talking about how we are going to dispose of his body. I reckon he'll be ready to tell us anything for the chance to get out of here alive.
"Now we've checked that he won't be able to see you in here, but you should be able to hear him. We'll check with you in case there's anything we don't cover. Right, Marko, let's get the ball rolling."
The two gorillas and my friend left the office. They went over to the Merc, opened the boot and dragged a terrified looking Curtis out of it.
End of part four.



        The Fall Guy Ch. 05

        The beginning of the end.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/the-fall-guy-ch-05

Title: The Fall Guy Ch. 05

Author: The Wanderer

Category: Non-Erotic

Description: The beginning of the end.

Tags: suspense, drama, revenge

Series: The Fall Guy


I thank my LadyCibelle and Techsan for their patience, proof reading, editing skills and of course encouragement they always give me. As I've been known to fiddle with stories, after they've seen it. I take full responsibility for the content and any cock-ups in this story.
While I'm at it, I think from now on I'm going to thank all my friends out there, who write to me and encourage me to continue writing and posting these demented ravings of mine. Your emails are greatly appreciated.
Whilst, there some sex in a couple of the chapters, this is not a stroke story. So if you were looking for one of those kind-of tales, I would suggest you'd be better served looking elsewhere.
Chapter five
The beginning of the end.
The two gorillas and my friend left the office. They went over to the Merc, opened the cars boot and dragged a terrified looking Curtis out of it.
My friends had come up with what I thought was a pretty strange plan on how to get the information we wanted out of Curtis. But I should imagine that the experts at the Met, at one time or another during their lives, had questioned them all; so those experts had effectively trained them. Only normally they'd have been on the receiving end of the questions.
"Okay, arsehole, where is he?" Gorilla one demanded.
"Who? I don't know who you're looking for," Curtis blurted out.
I could see that the guy was shaking with fear. He didn't know who these guys were, but one look at them told him they were in a different league to any criminals he'd mixed with in the past.
My friend, who had had his back to Curtis, turned now and looked him in the eye.
"Where is Johnny Carpenter?" my friend said with real venom in his voice.
Curtis was physically taken aback by the question. He'd obviously expected that he was going to be asked about Simmons. But these guys were asking him about me. A look of complete confusion came over his face.
"John Carpenter? I haven't seen him since his trial!" Curtis eventually lied.
I don't think Curtis even knew where the blow came from. I only just caught sight of gorilla two's quick movement. Curtis doubled up on the floor, the breath knocked out of him by the punch to his stomach.
"Don't you fucking lie to the boss!" Gorilla one said, "Carpenter was at your office the other day. What did he want?"
Curtis, who had been staring at the size nine boots that were only a couple of inches from his face, looked up at the Gorilla.
"I dun'no what he wanted. I didn't speak to him."
"Then why was he there?" the boss asked.
"I dun'no, I told you. He's probably after me because I grassed him up in court."
"No fucking chance," gorilla one said, dragging Curtis from the floor by his lapels. "You'd be floating in that bleedin' river by now, if Johnny Carpenter was after your blood. Now tell us what did Carpenter want with a little shit like you?"
The plan here was for Curtis to get the idea that these guys weren't looking for Simmons at all. If he thought that they were looking for me, Curtis might be more likely to let slip where Simmons could be found and get himself out of the obvious jam he found himself in.
"I don't know! I told you, I just gave evidence against him in court a few years ago. I figured the guy was gonna work me over. I got out of there as quickly as I could. I ain't seen the bugger since."
"Bollocks. If Johnny Carpenter were really after you, you wouldn't be alive for us to talk to. Johnny Carpenter doesn't play games. So what did he want you to do for him and where has he gone now?" the boss asked the now quivering Curtis.
"I told you, I never spoke to him. I fink 'e was trying to put the fright-ners on me."
"Why would he want to do that?" the boss asked.
"I'm not sure. Perhaps he's looking for his missis. She ran off on him, you know!"
"Tell me more. If he's looking for her, then that's probably where we'll find him. But why would he think you knew where his missis was anyway?"
"I dun'no where she is. I fink she's shacked up with the husband of the woman Carpenter knocked off. That's all I know," Curtis gasped out.
Curtis was sounding even more desperate now. As gorilla two had produced a jemmy from somewhere and was taping it against the palm of his hand. Curtis was eyeing the thing thoughtfully.
"I think he knows a lot more than he's telling us, boss," gorilla number two said. "Let me teach him a little respect."
"What? Like the last time? That little shit was too busted up to say much at all once you'd finished with him," gorilla one commented.
"Ah, I got carried away. I'll only break a few bones 'ere and there. E'll still be able to talk. Bring 'im over 'ere where I got some room."
"No, look, I don't know nothing, I promise." Curtis almost screamed, he was in panic by then.
"Don't fucking lie to me, kid!" the boss said in a very calm but firm voice. "You obviously know about Carpenter's wife and who she's shacked up with. Now that ain't exactly common knowledge so tell me how the hell you know about it, or you and that fucking car of yours is gonna rot away in the bottom of that dock out there. No cunt will ever find you down there."
I really thought Curtis's eyes were going to pop out of his head as he looked at each of the three men in turn and then he just fainted.
They let him fall to the floor but quite gently. Then whilst two gorillas stood over him, the boss came and joined me in the office.
"Every time the little shit opens his mouth, he tells us a little bit more," the boss said to me. "By the time we get out of here tonight we're going to know everything he does. I think it's best we try to find out where Simmons is holed up first and then we'll see what he says about your frame up. Sound good to you?"
"I'm surprised you've only hit him once!" I commented.
"Ah, kicking the shit out of them is quite satisfying, but fear is a far more useful tool. Once you start knocking them about, there's a chance that you do the buggers a serious injury then they go unconscious on you and you're fucked. Bernie only gave him one little tap and the rest is down to the little shit's imagination."
The boss picked up a chair that was in the office and carried it back out to where Curtis was laying. The two gorillas picked up Curtis and sat him in the chair; then one of them slapped him around the face a couple of times. Curtis opened his eyes and looked around as if he didn't know where he was, then suddenly it dawned on him he was still in his worst nightmare. Just for a moment I thought he was going to try to make a run for it, then he seemed to change his mind.
"Right, you were telling me about this guy that Carpenter's old lady is shacked up with. Where can I find him?" the Boss demanded menacingly.
"Honest, I don't know. Down near Southampton somewhere, I think."
"And what makes you say that?" the boss asked in a much more gentle tone of voice.
I got the idea of what he was up too, when Curtis was answering his questions the boss sounded quite amicable. If Curtis didn't come up with the answers the Boss and the two gorillas sounded quite terrifying.
Curtis didn't answer for a few seconds; I believe he was thinking whether he dared lie to this man. Then after looking at the two gorillas again he explained.
"Every so often Simmons calls me and asks me to steal a car for him. I don't think he's got the guts to nick one for himself. I nick one from in town somewhere and then leave it in a car park down in Southampton for him to collect."
"What does he want stolen cars for?"
"Dun'no, don't ask. He pays up front; that's all I worry about. But he's gotta live down that way somewhere to pick the cars up. And normally my cash turns up in the mail, with a Southampton post-mark."
"He pays you in cash through the post?"
"Yeah, the money's normally in a cassette case or something, stuffed into one of those padded envelopes."
"How come he's got you nicking cars for him?"
"I done a job for him sometime back and since then he's been getting me to nick the odd car now and again for 'im."
"What job did you do for him?"
Curtis again looked at the three big men standing around him.
"Look, you don't like Carpenter so it can't hurt telling you. Simmons fitted Carpenter up for his wife's murder. I swiped a bottle of Champagne and a couple of glasses from the hotel and gave them to Simmons. Then somehow he got Carpenter's fingerprints on them and put them back in his wife's room the night she was murdered."
"She always had Champagne when she met her boyfriends in the hotel. So Simmons knew she would order a bottle. I delivered the Champagne when she called down for it and told the police I'd seen Carpenter in the room with her."
"Who was in the room with her?"
"No one when I delivered the Champagne. There never was, when she ordered the Champagne." Curtis stopped talking as if thinking about something. "Only, I suppose there could have been someone hiding in the bathroom. She never invited me to stay that night. Normally she would make some suggestion."
"You'd never taken her up on her suggestion then?"
"Only once, when I don't think her fella turned up. Look, I was working; I couldn't disappear into her room all bleeding night. Just one night her bloke never showed and she waited until I was off duty. Christ, the woman was a sex machine."
"What about these boyfriends of hers? Did you ever see them?"
"No chance. I think that's why she used the place. There are no security cameras ... well, not back then. I think her dates came up the fire escape; it was right outside the window of that room she always used. I don't think anyone in the hotel ever saw them."
The boss surreptitiously looked over in my direction. I think he had run out of questions and he was wondering if I had anymore. To tell you the truth I couldn't think of any at that moment; my mind was elsewhere.
I'd been racking my brain some, and I'd remembered that about a year before Mary Simmons was murdered, Angela's auntie - her only living relative, as far as I knew - had gotten so old and frail she'd moved into a Care home. The old girl had a house somewhere down near Dibden, right on the edge of the New Forest; I'd only been there once, but I had a vague memory of where the place was located.
I had begun to wonder whether the old lady had died and Angela had inherited the house. As I remembered it, the house was pretty isolated, just the kind of place to hide out in. No neighbours living close by or anything, to see who came and went. And from there, it was only a stone's throw to Southampton.
Suddenly I realised my friend the boss was in the office with me.
"Anything else you can think of?" he asked.
"No, but I've got an idea where I might find Angela and my kids. Can you sit on the little shit for a few hours whilst I go down to the New Forest to check it out? If he gets to a telephone, Curtis might get in contact with Simmons. Simmons ain't as daft as this little bugger; he might put two and two together!"
"Aren't you going to call the cops in?"
"No, I don't think so ... well, not yet anyway. It's only a hunch, and if they send the local cops nosing around, god knows what Simmons would do. He's killed before; he might panic and use my kids as hostages or something. I wanna go down and get my kids out of there before the shit hits the fan."
"But I thought you said he had a cast iron alibi for his wife's murder."
"Well, he paid that little shit Curtis off; what's to say he didn't pay off the people who gave him that alibi? Then there's my friend's father, and Simmons had a go at me the other night, remember. Sit on this little bugger for a few hours until after I've checked out the place I'm thinking of, at least." Then I noticed that I couldn't see Curtis in the warehouse. "Where is he anyway?"
"The boys stuck him back in the boot of his car; he's safe enough in there for a while. I should think he's getting used to it by now; he's been in there most of the night. But you aren't going down there on your own. Bernie and me are coming along, just in case you get into trouble. Marko can baby-sit laughing boy here."
Ten minutes later we were on the road. I called up Gary after we'd got past Winchester and told him I was heading for the house where I thought Angela and my kids were staying. Gary was not a happy policeman and told me not to do anything stupid. He and Frank were in their car chasing after me, before I'd finished my conversation with him. But I had a good hour or so head start on him and he didn't know what car I was driving, so he couldn't put the local cops onto me.
We parked up about a mile from the house and waited until dark. I'd taken the precaution of turning my mobile off because I didn't want Gary tracing my general location from its signal.
Bernie and the boss sat there taking swigs from a hip flask. They were extraordinarily relaxed about it. They told me that you soon learnt to remain calm after you'd waited for the right time to pull a job (heist) a few times.
Once it was dark we drove the car closer to the house and parked down a track where it couldn't be seen from the road.
I hunted around in the boot for a wheel brace or something to use for protection, since Simmons was a bigger guy than I was. Bernie gave me his jemmy. It was short and heavy, just the thing I was looking for. The boss and Bernie came with me until we got close to the house.
There were lights on, but the drapes were drawn on all the downstairs rooms except the kitchen. There was no one in the kitchen, so I tried the back door. Surprisingly it was unlocked, but then again a lot of people who live in the country don't lock their doors when they are in the house.
I told the boys to wait outside whilst I went in and had a snoop around. Then I crept inside; the house was almost completely silent. The passage that led off the kitchen was in darkness, but I could make out the low drone of a TV or radio coming from a room at the other end of it, that I assumed was the lounge. The door to the lounge was not fully closed, so I quietly crept along the passage and looked through the crack between the door and the jam.
The room appeared to be empty at first sight. So I pushed the door very gently to open the gap a little and enlarge my field of vision. I just got to the point where I could see a man's foot on the floor, when then everything went black.
End of part five.
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Chapter Six
The Last Dance
The room appeared to be empty at first sight. So I very gently pushed the door to open the gap a little and enlarge my field of vision. I'd just got to the point where I could see a man's foot on the floor, when everything went black.
As I slowly regained my senses, I discovered that I was lying on the floor of the room I'd been trying to peer into. I had a pain in my head that informed me I'd been struck on the back of it. How long I'd been unconscious I had no idea. Slowly my eyes focused on the inert body lying before me. As my mind and vision cleared, I realised that it was Bill Simmons who lying there not a couple of feet from me.
I think I lifted myself onto one elbow, to get a better look and convince myself that I was correct in the impression I'd had that he was dead.
"Yes, John, he is dead!" Angela's voice came from behind me somewhere.
Stunned, I looked around to see her sitting on the other side of the room, holding an automatic pistol in her hand.
"What happened?" I asked, not really knowing if I was asking about Simmons, or what had hit me.
"I - or rather as far as the police will be concerned - you shot him!" Angela replied. "Yeah, I think that it shouldn't be too difficult to convince them that you came here looking for revenge on Bill for stealing your once loving wife away from you. You had a gun and were intent on killing both of us. You shot Bill first, but unfortunately for you he had a gun in the desk here. I managed to get to it whilst you had an altercation with Bill, and in panic I shot you in self-defence. It wasn't quite the way I'd planned things originally, but it serves the same purpose. You'll both be dead and it'll save me organising an accident for Bill later."
I know, that what Angela had said did register in my befuddled brain, but I had other things I was worried about.
"Where are the children, Angela?" I demanded.
"Don't worry about them, John. They're in a nice boarding school in Kent, quite safely out of the way."
"You won't get away with killing Bill or me that easily, Angela!"
"Oh, I think I will. I've had time to think this out. This gun is an automatic and as far as the police know, I never fired a gun in my life before. I intend to spray bullets all over the room in a very random fashion. I've thought about this carefully. It will be one of those random shots that will kill you. It'll be an accident of course, just a poor frightened, defenceless, panicking housewife defending herself from a very jealous, vicious, murderer of a husband, who's already been convicted of killing Mary Simmons. I think I can convince a jury of that, even if I can't convince the police."
"But why? What's the point in all this? Why was it necessary to kill Mary and frame me for it in the first place? You and Bill Simmons could have just run off together."
"Oh, Johnny, you never did understand me, did you? I didn't give a shit for Bill Simmons. Christ, he was never very good in bed, I can assure you of that. Hey, maybe that's why Mary was always running around on him. You see Johnny; it was the money I always wanted. With all of Mary's money as well as yours, I can enjoy the nice life I've always dreamed of, down in the south of France."
"Is that what all this was about - money? You and Simmons framed me and sent me to prison for seven years, just so that you could get your hands on Mary's money!"
"I'm sorry, darling, but that's about it. I was bored and I wanted to live the high life. There wasn't much sense in having you bumped off. I couldn't have lived the life I've always wanted on what you had."
Suddenly it struck me, that if I hadn't safely squirreled all that money away abroad; I could have been the one who got killed in the first place. Angela had always been a spendthrift so I'd siphoned off as much as I could get away with, to avoid arguments over her excesses.
"You know at one time I did think about taking out a big life insurance policy on you, John." Angela continued, "But I'm pretty sure that would have made the police suspicious if you'd suddenly turned up dead. And then poor old dumb Bill there, started making passes at me. You know he had nothing. It was all Mary's money, so it wasn't too difficult to talk him into it."
"So you planned it all?"
"Yes, you didn't think Bill there, had the brains or the nerve to murder Mary, did you?"
"Christ, Angela, you stabbed Mary Simmons? Holy shit, you killed Sheila Thomas and George Cafrey as well. And it was you who tried to run me down the other day. That's why I couldn't see who was driving the car that night; you were so low down in the seat."
"Yeah, the girls at school always did call me short-arse!"
"You know you're not going to get away with this, Angela, not this time."
I was stalling for time by then. I reckoned the boss and Bernie couldn't be far away. I don't know why actually, but I had the distinct impression that they were outside the door in the passage. The problem was Angela was sitting on the other side of the room, away from the door and she had a gun pointing at me.
"Oh, I think I will. John Carpenter, the convicted murderer, gets let out of jail and hunts down his ex-wife and her new love. I can see the headlines in the Sunday papers now. I should imagine that I'll lay my hands on whatever money you had left after the divorce as well. After all, the children are your next of kin. That, and all Mary's money that dumbo Bill here, put in numbered Swiss bank accounts. I've got all the numbers and pass words, by the way." Angela waved a piece of paper she was holding in her other hand at me. "Bill was hopeless at paperwork. I should be set-up very nicely for the rest of my life, thank you."
"There's one thing I don't understand, Angela. Why did you wait until I got out of jail? Why didn't you and Simmons just run off and disappear whilst I was in prison?"
"Darling, Bill was a dumb idiot. That's one thing that I knew you never were...."
"Except when I married you!" I cut in.
"Whoa, that wasn't a very nice thing for a loving husband to say, John," Angela said with a weird smile on her face, "Anyway I knew that you'd track me down one day. You're no fool, although it was a bit stupid of you to come sneaking around here on your own. Anyway I had no intention of spending the rest of my life looking over my shoulder, waiting for you to be standing there, one day."
I knew that if I attempted to move or stand up, Angela would probably shoot me straight away. I had to distract her somehow and keep her talking long enough for the boss and Bernie to realise what was going to happen and, I hoped, do something about it. I put my hand to the back of my head and felt the large bump there where I assumed Angela had hit me and knocked me out.
"Jesus Christ, girl, what the hell did you hit me with?" I asked as I did so.
"A wooden rolling pin, the normal 'little woman's' weapon. Remember I'm just a scared little housewife who married a crazed killer. What was that?" Angela asked, as there was a distinct noise outside the window.
That was my cue to be ready to move, I figured that the boss or Bernie was trying to divert Angela's attention. Then suddenly the whole damned window burst inwards. I was to find out later that Bernie and the boss had thrown a garden bench seat through it.
As best I could, I tried to dive behind the couch, but at almost the same instant Angela fired the gun in my direction. The damned bullet must have come through the arm of the sofa and hit me a glancing blow on the side of my head, although I never felt the impact. I just had vague memories of someone, who I later discovered was Gary shouting.
"Armed police! Put your weapon down or I'll shoot."
Then all hell broke loose and there were a multitude of gunshots that appeared to be coming from all around me; then silence! I'm not sure if I was unconscious or not, but I lost track of things after that for a little while.
Then I was suddenly aware of the boss asking, "Johnny, are you okay?"
I opened my eyes and looked up at him bending over me.
"Don't move. You been shot in the head," he said as he studied my head for a couple of moments. "Oh don't panic, it looks like nothing more than a graze. The ambulance is on its way."
"Angela?" I asked.
"She's dead, John. I'm afraid I had to shoot her," Gary's voice came from somewhere.
"I'm sorry, Gary," I said, knowing that killing people isn't what a man like him joined the police to do.
"I did my firearms training, John. I'm certified to carry a gun and I've always known there was an outside chance that I'd have to shoot someone one day. I never thought it would be a woman though! Christ, this is going to be a bloody mess; I had to use your friend here's gun.
"Look, you two had better make yourselves scarce before the local boys turn up," Gary said, turning his attention to the boss and Bernie. "We'll have to come up with some story about me finding this gun in the house here. Damn, I should be nicking you for carrying the blooding thing. You know that's a five year stretch, don't you?"
The boss and Bernie looked at Gary and nodded.
"Oh, and if this fucking gun turns up with a forensic match for any other crimes, I'll be after you like fucking greased lightening."
"No chance! It's clean, that I can assure you of that," the boss replied. "Picked it up myself, brand new in the States last year." Then after taking my car keys, they were out of the house in an instant.
"What a fucking mess!" Gary said turning his attention back to me. He studied my head wound and agreed with the boss that it only looked like a graze.
The ambulance and the local police seemed to take forever to arrive. Luckily in a way because it gave Gary, Frank and myself time to get our story sounding convincing.
Gary had heard all of what Angela had said; it had been him whose presence I'd sensed outside the door. Apparently Curtis had somehow escaped; Marko, the guy who was supposed to be guarding him, had called the boss and warned him that Curtis might ring Simmons. So the boss, thinking things could be getting out of hand, had used my mobile that I'd left in the car to call Gary and Frank.
It turned out that Gary had a damned good memory. When he learnt I'd been heading for Southampton area to find Angela, he'd reached back into his mind and vaguely remembered Angela saying her only living relative lived in the New Forest, from when he interviewed her during the investigation into Mary Simmons' murder. Apparently when I'd been arrested he'd suggested that Angela call a relative to be with her and Angela had mentioned that the only relative she had living was in an old folks care home down there.
Anyway that had been enough for Gary and Frank to head for the general area of the Forest. By chance when the boss had called them, they hadn't been that far away. The boss and Bernie had been in the house and had spotted Angela sitting there pointing a gun at my inert body before Gary and Frank arrived. Apparently Gary was all for going in unarmed but the boss - placing himself in danger of arrest for even possessing a hand gun - had offered Gary his.
I don't know whether Gary or I will ever get our heads around what the boss did that day. The boss is a well-known career criminal - well known in certain parts of London, that is. For him to pull out an illegal weapon and give it to a police officer for his own and my protection was probably inviting a stretch at Her Majesty's Pleasure. However Gary for his own reasons decided not to pursue the boss for his action.
Luckily several other guns were found in the house when the police search it. All of them were clearly related to Angela in one way or another; they were hidden amongst her clothes and things. So apparently no one asked too many questions about the one that Gary had supposedly found in the kitchen.
I was dragged off to the hospital where I was kept overnight and had several stitches put into the wound in my head. Helen and Jenny turned up to see me there, and they both tore me off a strip for going after Angela and Simmons on my own.
We managed to dodge the press when we left hospital; so it was sometime and things had cooled down a bit before they discovered where the cottage was. They turned up again around the time of the inquests, but seemed to lose interest pretty quickly.
Mind you, they were a bloody nuisance when the hardest job I had to undertake became due. I had to get my girls from that boarding school and tell them that their mother was dead. This was made even harder by the fact that Angela and Simmons had told them that I was dead. The children hating that damned school made things slightly easier. But even so I don't know if I could have done it without Helen and Jenny's help. And the help of the local police who kept the press and sightseers away from the cottage as much as they could.
The boss laid on - what he liked to call - some security as well, and that also proved handy around the local school when the children started going there. Jenny - who was living at my house by then remember - played governess to the children. And to Helen's children as well, when she brought them with her on her regular visits.
The appeals court threw out my conviction for murder surprisingly quickly; well, they had to do that before I could get custody of my children back. Gary's testimony of what Angela had said that day saw to that.
Curtis vanished into thin air, but Gary reckons that he'll show up sometime. If nothing else the little shit faces charges for perverting the course of justice and perjury. Gary's not sure he can get "accessory to murder" charges to stick for stealing the cars that Angela used.
The sex between Jenny and I had cooled down considerably by then, but there were occasions when she sneaked into my room during the night while the children were asleep.
However as time went on, it became apparent to Helen and me that there was someone else interested in Jenny's charms and it soon became obvious that the interest wasn't completely one sided. Bert, one of the police officer's who'd been on bodyguard duty at the hotel, took to showing up in his patrol car and having coffee with Jenny.
Jenny tells me that until all the children are "old enough" she doesn't intend to accept Bert offer of marriage. Hell, she refused to actually go out with Bert until her divorce was final. Oh, she hasn't stipulate how old "old enough" is either.
Helen and me - well, we are getting on just fine. She moved in with her children a few months after everything had cooled down and we have talked about tying the knot. I think that both having been severely bitten once, we're quite happy to take our time about things.
One last point: Mary Simmons money and where the hell it went to. Angela had waved that piece of paper under my nose that she claimed had the numbers of those Swiss bank accounts on. Somehow it had disappeared from the house that night. It was nearly a year later when the boss paid me an unexpected visit one morning. He suggested a walk in the garden and when we got down near the pond he produced that piece of paper.
"Now I didn't give this to you earlier because we needed to let things calm down a bit. All there needed to be was another one of these lists in the house somewhere and the law would have been all over you when you tried to access the accounts. I'd leave it a bit longer before you move the money about and don't move too much at once. Good luck my boy and thanks for what you did for me on the inside."
I never have discovered what I was supposed to have done for the boss whilst I was in the nick.
Life goes on.
I'm sorry if it upset some readers that I broke chapter five off where I did. But that was too good a cliff-hanger to pass up on.
I'd like to thank all of you wrote who to me about this one. Your encouragement (and criticism) is most welcome and greatly appreciated.
Life goes on DC
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Sometimes when I'm reading other writers stories something in them will set my little grey cells on a journey of their own. This tale of misadventure came into my mind after reading HDK's "Hey Jude" some time ago. Eventually I got around to typing it into the computer.
I thank my LadyCibelle and Techsan for their patience, proof reading, editing skills and of course the encouragement they always give me. As I've been known to fiddle with stories, after they've seen it. I take full responsibility for the content and any cock-ups in this story.
I suppose that most folks think marriages like mine don't happen very much nowadays in our society. To be honest, I'm not sure how often they do happen, so mine could well be a rarity. Whatever, mine was a marriage of convenience.
Norinda and I had virtually grown up together much like brother and sister. Our fathers were both industrial magnates in their own right and in competition with each other, but the greatest of friends. All our lives our parents had talked about what would happen to the two companies when Nora and I got married and they were combined.
As far as Nora and I were concerned there was only one problem with that plan, We couldn't abide each other. You know some children never do get on that well with their siblings; well, although we weren't related, that was how Nora and I got on. We had hated each other for as long as I could remember. Oh, we put on an a bloody good act and pretended to like each other, but it was more that we got used to tolerating each other's presence.
If we'd ever been honest about it with our families - which we weren't! - things could have turned out differently, but all we ever had was our duty to the families, driven down our throats.
During our formative years, I'd be Nora's escort whenever the occasion demanded. She'd hold my arm and we'd dance together at balls and things. God, at our official engagement party we even kissed in public. But in private we hardly had a word to say to each other, unless we were talking business or about the children, that is.
Oh, yes, we did consummate the marriage, and even that was a formal affair. Nora lay there and I did what was required of me to supply our parents with the grandchildren they desired.
The first time we had intercourse, that's what it was. It wasn't making love and it wasn't fucking; it was having sexual intercourse. I discovered that Nora was a virgin.
Not that it surprised me; her father hadn't let any other guy get within spitting distance of her. She went to a convent school that always reminded me of a prison camp, only the guards were nuns in their black habits. She went to some weird women's only university in the states that she came back from, raving about women's rights and equality of the sexes.
Strange that she still waited for me to open doors for her, etc. No, let's not get into how the female mind works.
Where was I? Oh, yeah, sex in our marriage. Well, the sex between us was all about supplying grandchildren and it was generally a one-sided occupation. There was no love involved. Nora would call me into her bedroom on the internal telephone, telling me she was ready.
I would enter her bedroom carefully locking the door behind me. Nora was most insistent about having the door locked in case any of the house staff should walk in on us. She would be lying on the bed on her back with her legs spread wide. I would lift the flannel nightdress she wore so that I could undertake my task. Once my duty was completed, I would get up and, having pulled her nightdress back down again to preserve her dignity, leave. Often not a word would pass between us during the whole encounter.
Did I enjoy it? No, not really! I had much more fun with my mistresses or even a couple of the maids who worked for us over the years. The trouble was with the maids; Nora would change them - or at least the attractive ones - every so often. I can never be sure whether she found out about the ones that I had been banging, because she ousted some of them that I didn't.
Did Nora enjoy it when we had sexual intercourse? Now there's a question for you! Nora has some pretty good self-control and besides I've always been positive that she hates the sight of me, so how could she enjoy it. It must have been for her like the women used to say in the Victorian era, "Close your eyes and think of England!" Come on, you've got to laugh or you'd bleeding cry. I know I thought about crying sometimes.
But I must say there were the odd occasions when I felt her - at least start - to get into it. Her breathing would get slow and heavy and I'd felt her vagina grab hold of me on a few times; sometimes her hips would even begin to gyrate. But she'd soon compose herself, get her body back under control; then she'd return to lying there like a bloody log.
Okay, even with our strange sex life, we did manage to produce four wonderful children; then all sexual contact between us stopped. Nora had problems with her last pregnancy and the doctors told her to have no more children. With no more children to produce, she no longer needed to call me from my bedroom during the night.
I suppose she was a pretty good mother. I know that both our families were somewhat surprised that we didn't employ a nanny, although I think some of the older female house staff helped her look after the children. We had two girls and two boys, and I was very proud of them. I spent at least two evenings a week playing with them and as a family we all went to church together on Sunday mornings and to visit the grandparents in the afternoon after lunch.
Saturdays, unless there was some formal function that Nora and I had to attend, I played golf in the morning, then spent the afternoon with friends and evening with whichever mistress I had at the time. The other three nights of the week I normally spent in town at my club or out with friends, unless there was some function I had to attend with Nora - we had to show the outward sign of a happy marriage.
It was on one of those nights when I was out with my old friends that one of them, Porkie Parsons, told us how his world was falling apart. Apparently Edwina, his wife was divorcing him. She'd found out about at least one of his mistresses and was intending to take him to the cleaners for half of his five million fortune and was demanding a hundred thousand a year to keep her living in the style that she had grown used to.
"Two and a half million, the house and estate, and I'm going to have to pay the cow a hundred thousand a year and maintenance for the children as well!" Porkie wailed.
"Damn it, Porkie, you'll have to sell that yacht of yours," one of the guys quipped.
"You should have gotten the goods on her when you had the chance," another said.
"What goods?" someone else asked.
"Oh, damn it, Edwina was getting herself seen-to by Noddy Morris for years," Porkie replied. "I let it ride as it kept her out of my hair. Noddy was welcome to the cow. At least whilst he was rogering her, I didn't have too, and she wasn't watching what I was getting up too closely either. I never thought she'd do this to me!"
"What? You didn't get any evidence of what they were doing together. No bloody pictures or anything?" someone asked.
"Didn't think about it," Porkie replied.
Jesus! I thought to myself, I never would have thought Edwina would divorce Porkie. But then again she's got half his money and a hundred thousand a year, plus whatever maintenance Porkie will have to fork out for the kids.
Later I was at my flat with Stella, one of my long-term bits-on-the-side. Stella had been a friend of mine and Nora's for years, she and Nora even went to school together at one time. Stella had married some film director or the other; actually from what she says, she had never liked the man but by marrying him she got her big break in the movies. Stella's problem was her acting skills were severely limited; had she chosen to go into porn movies, she probably would have been a star. As it was she managed a few supporting roles in films that no bugger has ever heard of and - well, that was the end of her career.
She divorced her husband when she caught him on the proverbial casting couch with some other young starlet and took him to the cleaners in the divorce. Nowadays she claimed to be a model; Stella still had the figure for it, but she was well past the age range where she'd be invited onto any of the top-line catwalks. She lived most of the time in my London flat. I usually fucked her a couple of times a week and I brought her the odd present now and again. The arrangement suited us both just fine.
Anyway Stella noted that I had something on my mind that evening and asked me what was wrong. I told her about Porkie and Edwina Parsons and how Edwina had taken Porkie to the cleaners.
"And I suppose you're worried that Norinda is going to try and take half your millions, are you?" Stella asked.
"Well, yes, I suppose I am," I replied.
"Look, if Norinda hasn't divorced you by now, Bobby, she's probably happy that you aren't badgering her for sex all the time. Christ, she must know what a randy bugger you are by now."
"Me? Badger Nora for sex? Some bloody hope! You know we never had sex; we had intercourse to produce the children. Damn it, there never was any love in our relationship. We got married because my old man wanted us to. Nora and I have never really liked each other."
"Really, but I thought Nora...." Stella suddenly checked her sentence.
"You thought Nora what?" I asked when she didn't go any further.
"Oh, nothing ... I ... I just thought Norinda would have been really into sex. We used to talk about it all the time at school."
"I wish! I wouldn't mind so much if she were even a half-decent screw. But I'd probably have more fun with a blow-up doll," I moaned.
"You really surprise me, Bobby," Stella commented.
"Well, that's how the cookie crumbles, Stella; me marrying Norinda secured the merger of the two family firms and that was what it was supposed to do. Since the merger, the combined company has more than quadrupled in size. My fear is that my old man's getting on a bit; the old bugger is going to kick the bucket in the next few years and when he does all his company shares will come my way. Now what I have to think about is: is Nora hanging on until the old boy dies and so that I inherit his shares before she divorces me. She'd get a far bigger proportion of the company wealth if she did."
"Oh, Bobby, I wouldn't have thought of that. But then when you think about it, Norinda is no fool," Stella observed.
"Yes, that's what I'm thinking."
"What are you going to do?"
"Divorce her is probably my best bet and as soon as I can. The folks have got their grandchildren now, so they can't complain too much."
"On what grounds? Has she been unfaithful?"
"Well, no, not to my knowledge."
"Mental cruelty then, or does she refuse to have sex with you any more. I think you can still get a divorce for the refusal of conjugal rights," Stella suggested.
"Well, now, that's a point but, no, I'm pretty sure if I asked her for a sha ... anyway I'm sure if I asked her, she'd say yes. The fact is I haven't asked her for years. As I told you a blow-up doll is more fun than Nora in bed."
"Oh, my poor dear Bobby Socks (all right, no smart-arse comments; that has always been Stella's pet name for me), let's go to bed and I'll make my little friend feel wanted," she suggested.
It must have been about three in the morning when Stella was just attempting to get her little friend, as she refers to it, on duty again - I swear the woman is insatiable - when she suddenly lifted her head off my tool.
"Look, Bobby, what you need is for someone to seduce Norinda and you to get some pictures and stuff of them in action," she suggested. "Then you'd be sitting pretty."
"Great idea, Stella, and just how do you propose I get any bugger to seduce a cold fish like Nora?" I replied.
"Well, I can think of one other guy who she had a crush on years ago and I think he's got a soft spot for her. He just needs a little shove."
"And who would that be?" I asked, intrigued. Norinda having a crush on any man, I thought, was surprising.
"If I said Wolfie Morris, would you be surprised?" she asked.
"Wolfie Morris? You've got to be kidding. I know the guy's a wolf, but he's not Nora's type."
"I'll have you know that Norinda had a crush on Wilfred Morris when we were at school. He would never go near her though, because he is shit scared of you. But I'm damned sure he was really attracted to her and still is; you should have seen the way he was watching her at the Christmas Hunt Ball," Stella said.
"Come to think of it, he did talk to her quite bit at the Henderson's dinner party the other week. But surely if he was going to chat Nora up and seduce her, he would have done it long ago. He's supposed to have a silver tongue with the ladies."
"Oh, yes, he's got a silver tongue all right, but he's not a fool. There's no way he's going to cross Bobby Knight, is he? Unless there's something in it for him."
"Yes, you've got a point there Stella, I never thought of that. I suppose becoming famous for being a real cut-throat bastard in business does have it drawbacks. But I can't offer him money to seduce my wife, can I?" I replied.
"Well, maybe you can't, but I know a man who, with the right remuneration and incentive, I think I can persuade to bet Wolfie that he can't get Norinda into bed. You know Wolfie; he never could turn down a wager, especially if there's taking a woman to bed involved. All I've got to do is offer Phil a night of pleasure if he wins."
"Tell me more. I'm interested." I urged.
"Phil Grumman has been trying to get into my knickers for a couple of years now. I think that if I offered to stake him ten thousand, he'd be willing to bet Wolfie five thousand that he couldn't get into Norinda's knickers."
"Phil Grumman? What, the actor? How come he hasn't been able to charm you into bed in the past?"
"No fringe benefits, Bobby. The bugger's got a gambling habit. He can hardly pay his rent, there's no way he can afford a woman with my tastes. That's why I love you so much; you're so generous."
"Stella, you've never loved me, just my bank account!"
"That's not strictly true, Bobby Socks. I love this little soldier of yours and what you can do to me with it. Anyway I'm thinking I can tell Phil Grumman that if he bets Wolfie £5000 that he can't seduce Nora, then I can tell Phil that if Wolfie wins the bet, Phil will be £5000 better off and he can fuck me. If Wolfie loses the bet, Phil will be £10000 better off, but he doesn't get to fuck me."
"Supposing they get together and pull a flanker on us?" I asked. "They could get together and share the ten grand."
"Never! Not those two. They are the best of enemies. Beside we'll insist that the actual seducing is done here, in this bedroom. This place is all set up for it with the two-way mirror and everything. Norinda doesn't know about the cameras and things, does she?"
"Of course not. She rarely ever comes here. I know she doesn't know about any of the secret rooms. I had silent alarms fitted when the place was converted. I know every time you or anyone else has been prowling about in this flat," I replied.
"Well, there you have it, the perfect plan. Stella will come up to town for Jill Partners wedding anniversary next month. Nora and Jill were as thick as thieves at school. I've never known her to miss one of Jill's parties, have you?"
"No, I can't say I have and I'm damned sure it's in our joint appointments book already."
"There now. Wolfie is always invited to the Partners' shindigs. He's a cousin or something. All you have to do is get called away for some important business meeting or something. You're a resourceful guy, so you'll think of something. Then Wolfie can escort Norinda back here to the flat. Hey, presto, you're in there behind the mirror and film the lot."
"Sounds a little too easy to be true, Stella," I suggested.
"Come on, Bobby, the simple plans are always the best. Norinda will have been drinking. Damn it, I'll doctor her drinks a bit as well to make sure Wolfie has an easy shot at her. Wolfie can talk the hind legs off a donkey and, assuming Norinda still carries that torch for him, it'll be a cinch for a man of Wolfie's talents," Stella replied, laughing.
And so it came to pass, less than six weeks later at the Parsons wedding anniversary party, that I alternated between watching my wife being plied with alcohol by her old friend Stella at the same time as Wolfie was trying his best to chat her up, with Phil Grumman attempting to run interference (Phil must have been in real financial straits to risk passing up a night with Stella). Whilst I also watched my watch, and waited for one of my employees to arrive with an urgent message for me.
About eleven-thirty Nora wasn't looking too good on her legs, but that was the plan, although she appeared to be having a whale of a time. I made sure that I was dancing with her when my employee approached and gave me the bad news.
"Oh, do we have to go?" she asked. "I was having such a lovely time."
"Of course not, my dear. You stay and enjoy yourself. I can go straight to the office and you can get a taxi back to the London flat from here. That'll let me get to the office quicker as well. Look, this is going to take the rest of the night at least. I'll call you sometime tomorrow. You'll probably want to take yourself home in the morning."
"Very well, Bobby, if you don't mind. Call me tomorrow," she replied
Then Nora did something she hadn't done for years; she reached up and kissed me. Well, we were in public where we had to put on the act, but I thought just for a moment that there could have been some passion there. Then it struck me; Nora'd had quite a bit more to drink than she normally has and Wolfie had been working on her all ruddy night. It looked to me like things could be going according to plan.
I made a show of leaving and telling all and sundry that I fully expected to have to spend the rest of the night and most of Sunday at the office. I'm positively sure that I saw a grin come over Wolfie's face when he heard the news.
Now some of you might be thinking that Wolfie could possibly take Nora somewhere else than our London flat to have his wicked way with her. But you have to understand a prick like Wolfie to know that that was the last thing he'd do. For a start Wolfie took great pride in seducing wives in their husband's bed; that's the kind of thing that arseholes like him get off on. And, secondly, that was one of the conditions of the bet that Phil had been told to insist on. Wolfie had to supply video evidence of the fact as well.
I went straight to the flat and after hiding my car where it wouldn't be spotted, made my way into the flat and the hidden room that housed the recording equipment. Hey, look, this flat was the one I let my business acquaintances use when they were in town. It was useful to know what they got up to and talked about when they thought I wasn't listening. I'd got some very embarrassing footage to use on some of them if the need ever arose as well.
Anyway I ensconced myself in the secret room with a bottle and made sure that the cameras were all ready to run, then I sat back and waited for the show to begin.
Did I feel any guilt about what I was about to do? Yes and no. I felt a little guilty about having set Nora up, but I had to protect my assets in the long term. As I said, if Nora and I weren't divorced before my father died, I could possibly lose overall control of my empire.
About half one, Stella called me on her mobile phone and informed me that Nora and Wolfie had left the party. She was following in another cab.



"Christ!" she said, "I hope I didn't overdo the Mickey Finns. Norinda can hardly stand up. It won't be much use if she passes out on Wolfie."
"Look, girl, when Nora's getting fucked it's hard to tell whether she's awake or not. I don't think Wolfie will be able to tell the difference," I chuckled back to her.
"They're outside now and are just about to come up," Stella said when she called a second time. "I'll come up the back stairs and join you."
Five minutes later Stella came in by the secret door. Nora and Wolfie hadn't even exited the lift yet. Stella and I watched on the CCTV as the lift door opened and Nora staggered with Wolfie's help to the flat door.
Wolfie had to find her key for her. Once in the flat it was obvious that Wolfie was not going to waste any time. He immediately asked Nora where the master bedroom was and then led her into it.
I've got to say that Wolfie was good. I don't think Nora had the slightest idea what had hit her once they were in that room. Wolfie was all over her, kissing and praising her. The deft way he put the bag he was carrying that I presumed had his video camera in on the dresser, then undid and removed Nora's dress had to be seen, to be believed. Damn it, the surreptitious way he removed his own clothes at the same time was astonishing to behold.
"God, Norinda's got a beautiful figure," Stella remarked.
"She always has been a beauty to behold," I replied. Not that I ever saw much of Nora in the flesh so to speak unless it was in one of her quite chaste swimsuits.
Nora's bra fell to the floor and, with another deft move, Wolfie laid her down on the bed. He slipped on there alongside her and, still kissing as he went, and began to make his way towards Nora's left breast with his lips.
"Look at that. No stretch marks on anything and after having four kids as well. How does she manage it?" Stella asked.
"I haven't got the foggiest idea. But she does look after herself," I replied.
"And would you look at how firm her breasts are. God, how does she manage it. No wonder Wolfie was so keen to have a go at her," Stella commented. "You know, I think I'm jealous."
Jealousy, now that was an unfortunate word for Stella to use. Because at that moment I was just beginning to feel a little jealous myself. I never had kissed Nora the way Wolfie was doing so I'd never benefited from the reaction he was getting from her either.
Nora was moaning like I'd never heard her before, although I had felt, but not seen the way those hips of hers were gyrating. Wolfie had just about arrived at her left nipple when it happened.
Nora sudden screamed out, "Noooooo!" and pushed Wolfie off of herself.
"What's up, darling?" Wolfie asked, the complete surprise sounding in his voice.
"I can't do this!" Nora said, "I'm a married woman."
"But I thought you said you craved tenderness and intimacy in your life!" Wolfie said.
"I do but with the man I love, not with a gigolo like you!" Nora almost shouted.
Wolfie sat up on the bed and looked down at Nora lying there, with a shocked expression on his face.
"The man you love. Who the hell are you talking about? I thought you said that you hated your husband. Have you got another lover?" Wolfie asked, exasperation sounding in his voice by then.
"I said no such thing. I said that my husband hates me! He always has; he only ever married me because his father made him," Nora blurted out and then burst into tears.
For a few moments, it looked like Wolfie didn't know what to do. But then the thought of his £5000 bet must have come back into his mind.
"Norinda, you invited me here tonight to make love to you and that's what I'm going to do. I don't think you love your husband at all. It's a ruse to get you out of your obligation to me," he said.
Exactly what had passed between Stella and I mentally, I can't say. She'd grabbed hold of my arm when Nora had first pushed Wolfie off of her breast. It was like Stella knew what was going through my mind, so when I began to make my way towards the door that lead into the closet in the master bedroom, Stella stopped me.
"No, Bobby, the other way! If you're going to win her back, she must never know that we planned or witnessed this. Now go quickly and good luck," Stella ordered.
Exactly how long does it take to run down one flight of service stairs, around the building and then back up the main staircase? I'm not sure but I think I hold the world record in the event.
And why is it that when you're in a hurry a Yale key refuses to fit into the lock the first time?
I threw the flat door open to be greeted by the sound of Nora's screams and protestations coming from behind the master bedroom door. It was only milliseconds before that door crashed against the wall taking Wolfie and Nora by surprise; they both looked over and saw me standing there.
In the intervening period of time since I'd left Stella in the spy room, Wolfie had managed to rip off Nora's panties and he had her pinned to the bed. His knees he'd managed to force between hers. I think I'd arrived in the nick of time.
Out of the corner of my eye I noticed the closet door - that I think was in the process of opening - quietly close again. Stella, it appeared, had been worried that I wasn't going to make it in time.
For what seemed like an age, Wolfie didn't move at all; he just stared at me. I walked across the room and punched him on the jaw as hard as I knew how. Wolfie disappeared off the far side of the bed and landed on the floor with a resounding thump, then laid there obviously out for the count.
Nora finally got her voice back.
"Bobby, he ... I ... oh, god, I'm sorry!" she blurted out.
I reached towards her and pulled her into my arms.
"Norinda!" I said, "I've always known that there was something, I'd forgotten to tell you."
She looked up at me, her eyes asking the question.
"I love you, Norinda," I added and then kissed her on the lips.
For the first time that I could ever recall, I didn't feel there was any doubt about the kiss that she returned.
-------------------------------------------
Well, all that happened many years ago now. In those ensuing years, both Norinda's and my parents have passed on; we head the company up between us. Now that the children are off to university, Norinda and I spend most of our time together, whenever possible in bed.
Oh, yeah, we're like a pair of bunny rabbits nowadays, even if we are getting on a bit for that kind of behaviour. But we've both found that it's fun to enjoy sex with someone that you don't believe really hates you and is only doing it out of duty.
And if you're asking, we do talk to each other a lot more now. That was our problem; like a lot of young children we had not gotten on with each other very well. As we got older we had both forgotten how to communicate our true feelings for each other! We'd both assumed that the other had entered the marriage out of duty to the family, and we hadn't realised that we loved each other.
Ah, now, you'll probably want to know what happened to Wolfie. Well, before he regained consciousness, the police had arrived with the porter from the flats. Stella had called for back up to get him ejected from the place. He was carted off to hospital and after that I heard nothing more about him. The police wanted Norinda to charge him with attempted rape, but she didn't want the publicity. Wolfie kind of disappeared off the face of the earth, after that.
And Stella ... well, I managed to get her fixed up with a very wealthy American client of mine. The bugger lived in California as well and, would you believe it, Stella is appearing in some daytime soap-opera over there. She and her husband always stay at our house when they are in the country; their children were a bit young to play with ours though.
Well, that's it. Norinda and I are very much in love and will grow old together, but one thing we've both decided on. Our children choose who they want to marry without any interference from us.
Mind, I will be watching out for gold diggers.
Life goes on.
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As usual my thanks go to LadyC and Techsan for their assistance in bringing this tale of woe to you.
I've been somewhat delayed in posting this one because as I was writing it, I realised that I could take some of characters in this tale from "The Fall Guy". Once that idea came into my head, I also realised that there were other characters I could use from, another story of mine that is still on the drawing board. There is no need to read the three stories in any specific order, but do I think that it probably would be better if you read "The Fall Guy" first or that tale could lose some of its mystery.
But before you read any further, I'll point out that one particular character in this tale uses different aliases. Because of that, other characters in the story will refer to them by the name that they are accustomed to using. And the poor bugger of a narrator changes the name he uses for the character, depending on who he's talking to. It might not make much sense when I try to explain it here, but I thought that I'd mention it now so that you will understand what's going on, as the story progresses. My apologies to those of you who find that you get confused that the name keeps changing. I wanted to explain that the name changing is not an edit or proof reading oversight. Anna and Sarah are the same person.
Oh, and if you're one of those people who prefer to skim through a story, close this one down now! I doubt you will have any idea what's going on.
This story is dedicated to my fond memories of Marie-Lise Volpeliere-Pierrot.
Unexpected, Part One of Three
It was really something that I didn't expect. Anna had been fine, her normal self, when I'd left for work that morning. I worked much further away from the house than she did, so I left about an hour before she needed to. The day was pretty normal for me, just an average Friday; we did get to knock off an hour earlier on Fridays and I'd usually meet Anna at the local superstore to help carry the main week's shopping out to the car.
However this Friday she was nowhere in sight when I pulled into the supermarket car park. I couldn't get her on her mobile either; for some reason, it was switched off, definitely unusual for Anna. I strolled around the store hoping to spot her amongst the aisle somewhere, but to no avail. Then I asked a couple of the staff that I knew quite well if they seen Anna that day, they told me that they hadn't.
Giving up I made for home, where I got the biggest shock of my life. Entering the house I immediately knew something wasn't kosher. The house was cold so Anna hadn't turned the heating on that afternoon; Anna only worked half days on Fridays and usually switched the heating the moment she got home. Anna was a cold stick, as they say.
I called her name from the hall and received no reply. I'm not sure if it was a premonition or what that made me head straight to our bedroom. But when I got there, the sight before me was horrifying to my eyes.
-----------------------
I'd first met Anna Thomas, as she was then, just over two years before when she took a job as a waitress serving in one of the local cafés, which I used to drop in for breakfast because I'm a bit lazy about cooking.
It was one of those love at first sight things. Well, on my account anyway, if not necessarily on Anna's. It took me over a week to get her to so much as pass the time of day with me and nigh on a month or six weeks to persuade her to come out on a date with me.
That first date she behaved very strangely. You know, if I hadn't been head over heels in love with the woman, I doubt I would have asked her out again. The whole evening I never touched her in any way whatsoever. Hey, I know what you're thinking, but that's not what I mean. When I say I never touched her, I mean she never held my arm, and we didn't hold hands or anything. Literally we didn't get closer to each other than about two feet. And as for a kiss goodnight, forget it!
Through the whole evening, she behaved as if she was terrified of me. A very strange date, I can assure you. Anyway, since I was in love with the woman, I asked her out again. Although all my friends told me not to bother, they all appeared to be convinced that Anna was a schizo or something.
I don't think it was until the forth or fifth date that there was an actual physical contact between Anna and myself, and even then she just allowed me to hold her hand. After another three weeks she was holding my arm and I was permitted to put my arm around her, sometimes! Even then she would suddenly stiffen as I did so.
Four weeks into the courtship, we kissed for the first time. And oh, boy, was it worth waiting for! You've all heard those myths about hearing music and bells ringing. Well, bugger-me mate, they aren't myths. Well, they weren't that night for me.
After that Anna slowly seemed to relax when she was around me, although she would still appear to be a little apprehensive, when my buddies were around. Some of my female friends tried to get her to open up a bit, but they all said she appeared reticent to talk very much, unless it was about the music she liked and that kind of thing.
Marie-Lise, my best friend Barry's wife, said that she thought that Anna had issues. "Issues! What the fuck is that supposed to mean?" I thought to myself. "Why can't these ex-university types talk in English? What are all these metaphors in aid of? And what the hell was she trying to imply with this issues lark?"
Oh, I never said that to Marie-Lise. I doubt I would ever understand her description anyway. I really like Marie-Lise but she appeared to have lived her life - until she hooked up with Barry - on a completely different planet to me; or Barry come to that. I'd often seen Barry do a double take in Mare's direction when she was spouting off. I'm damned sure that Barry didn't understand what Marie-Lise was talking about half the time either.
With me, Anna sometimes alluded to her school days, and actually kind of mentioned a sister once without being very specific or going into any detail. I somehow got the feeling that her family were all-dead (at least in her mind) and that she didn't really want to talk about them. When she did mention her parents, she talked in the past tense, and was always rather vague.
As the weeks went by, Anna and I got closer emotionally, although in the back of my mind there were lots of questions that I felt I couldn't ask her. Somehow I knew that she was hiding something from me, something it was too painful for her to talk about. Probably a failed relationship I suspected or even maybe the demise of her family. I feared that if I pressed her, I might possibly lose her, so I'd kept my curiosity to myself.
It was nearly three months before we became lovers in the biblical sense. Only a month after the first time she'd joined me in bed, Anna moved into my house with me. Two months after that I bought a ring and asked her to marry me.
I'll remember that evening for the rest of my life. It should have given forewarning of what I was to find that day eighteen months later when I came home from work that Friday evening.
I got down on one knee and showed Anna the ring. Her reaction was quite surprising to me.
"Oh, Peter, I can't, I really can't!" she sobbed.
"Why not, Anna? I love you and I'm dammed sure that you love me!"
"I do, Peter, more than you will ever know. I've never loved anyone as much as I love you. But, Peter, I'm not what you think I am. I've done things, horrible disgusting things. Things that I can't ever tell you or anyone else about."
"Anna, have you ever murdered anyone?"
"No."
"Have you got a husband and children somewhere that you've deserted?"
"No!"
"Then I can see no reason for you not marrying me. I'm lonely and in love with you. You're the one person I've been looking for all my life. Marry me and be my loving wife. Whatever you've done in the past is in the past. It can stay there. I'll never ask you questions about it, if you don't want me to."
Anna sat there crying and I put my arms around her and hugged her close. After a while her tears stopped. I disentangled myself from her and taking her hand placed the ring on her finger. She tentatively smiled back at me, then I lifted her up in my arms and carried her to the bedroom.
Anna was a Roman Catholic, but we didn't get married in church; we had a civil ceremony. But before she would marry me, Anna insisted that she had to go to the local Catholic Church and confess. She was nervous about doing it but, as it was something she felt she had to do, I went with her for moral support.
Actually I'm an agnostic, but I'm of the opinion that everyone has the right to believe in what they wish. I don't push my views or opinions on others and I expect everyone else to respect mine. I only wish more people had the same philosophy. The priest at that church tried to convert me; they always seem to see agnostics as a challenge and he came down heavy on Anna for not being a regular attendee.
The day that Anna chose to repent her sins in the confessional though is another occasion that will always be burnt into my memory. Priests, I always thought, were meant to be non-judgmental, but after that day I noted the looks he gave Anna (and me); there was something about them that told me they were not those of a non-judgemental person.
As I said, Anna and I were married in the registry office. I believe Anna would have preferred to have been married in the church. But my beliefs ruled that out; I'm damned sure a C of E vicar would have married us. But the local RC priest had me (and quite possibly Anna) down as being on my(/our) way to hell.
Married life was fantastic for the next year or so. Anna soon got herself a job in the office of a local insurance broker, although it was only part time to start with; from what I gathered she was bloody good at what she did and they soon increased her hours to almost full time.
I'm not sure if it was exactly unusual but whilst making love - or having sex to be more precise - Anna would say some strange things. Well, I'd never experienced a woman who said things like Anna did in the heat of passion. There was the odd "Oh yes!" and things like that; but the line she used so often and that really got me was "Love me, Pete, please love me!" I could never understand that line. It wasn't "Make love to me, Pete?" It always sounded like a request for me to love her, which I certainly did anyway.
-----------------------
That evening I stood there staring at the dresser draws hanging half-open. Some - but not anywhere near all - of Anna's clothes were missing. From the look of it, she'd packed in a hurry. I'm not sure how long I sat there on the bed staring at the devastation before me. Devastation it certainly was, the devastation of my life!
It was dark before I came to my senses. Slowly I left that room and went back downstairs into the kitchen. On the kitchen table I discovered a piece of paper obviously hastily torn from the notepad we leave beside the telephone. There were two conflicting lines written on it.
"I'm sorry!" and, "I love you!"
"How could she walk out and leave me, if she loved me?" I thought to myself. "If she loved me, she wouldn't have left me, so therefore she can't be sorry for what she has done. You can say sorry when you do something accidentally. You can't say sorry for something you do in cold blood."
I can't be sure how long I sat in the kitchen either, staring at that scrap of paper. Sometime later someone knocking on the door roused me from my stupor. I opened it and found myself confronted by four of my friends and their wives.
"What the hell happened to you two? We got fed-up with waiting and came to find you ... Oh, my god, Pete, what's happened? You look like shit." Barry, probably my best friend, asked.
I'd forgotten that Anna and I were supposed to meet the bunch down at the local pub hours before. It was our turn for everyone to come back to the house later for an impromptu party after having a few drinks in the bar.
"Anna's gone!" I think that was all I could manage to say.
It only took those two words to send the whole bunch of them into concerned friend mode. Within seconds I was whisked into my lounge, where I found myself sitting on the sofa with two of my friends' wives sitting either side of me. The clattering of feet on the stairs told me that the house was being checked out, to make sure that what I had said was correct.
I vaguely heard hushed discussions about the note someone had obviously discovered; I'd left it lying on the kitchen table. Weak sweet tea was poured down my throat to start with; I recall remembering that it was supposed to be good for shock. Then I remember somebody leaving the house and the sound of cars being driving away.
Personally I didn't think the weak tea did anything for me and I asked Marie-Lise to pass me the bottle of brandy out of the drinks cabinet. I didn't get the bottle but I did get a reasonably sized glass. Over the next few hours I heard several mobile phones ring at different times, their owners leaving the room to answer them.
From the snippets of conversations that I overheard, it was obvious to me that a thorough search was being made for any information as to where Anna had gone. I will say that I didn't hear one of my friends mention the question that was going around in my head. None of them speculated on why Anna had left me. I began to think they didn't ask that question because they knew the answer, and that frightened me. What could I have possibly done to drive Anna away?
-----------------------
I awoke the following morning to find myself in my bed alone. For a few seconds I wondered where Anna was and then the memory of the previous day came flooding back to me. I had no recollection of how I got to bed the night before; to be honest; I had little recollection of the previous evening at all.
That damned tightness and lump in the throat hit me almost as soon as I opened my eyes though; I knew that Anna was gone.
As I staggered out of bed and began to pull some clothes on, Charley - another of my friends - appeared at the bedroom door.
"You want any coffee?" he asked, almost casually as if it was a normal everyday occurrence for him to have spent the night at my house.
"Please," I replied. "Did you all stay the night?"
"No, just Jean and me. I hope you don't mind. We've got a rota worked out for the next few days. Barry and Marie-Lise didn't think you should be alone for a while."
"Why? Do they think I'll try to top myself?" I asked, somewhat sarcastically.
Charley looked slightly embarrassed for a moment. "No, don't be silly; it wasn't anything like that. We all thought that you needed someone to be with you for a few days, that's all. Barry and Marie-Lise should be here any time now. Barry reckons there's some things you need to take care of this morning."
"What things?"
"Dunno, mate. You know Barry, he's the brains in this outfit," Charley replied, looking embarrassed again.
I didn't believe that he didn't know. I thought that Charley just didn't want to discuss what Barry had on his mind. Barry was the level-headed member of our group; probably the only reason Marie-Lise had married him. I couldn't see her putting up with any of the rest of us.
I was sitting in the kitchen pushing the breakfast that Jean had cooked me around the plate when Barry and Marie-Lise arrived. Jean, after quickly serving the new arrivals up with coffee, grabbed Charley and they hurriedly left.
"Right, Pete, I realise you're upset, but there's some things you got to get organised today, whether you like the idea or not," Barry said as he took a seat opposite me.
"Like what?" I asked.
"Look, mate, you got to face it. Anna's walked out on you. You've got to protect your back now. You know, close any joint bank accounts and put a stop on any credit cards that she's got and that you're responsible for. You know she could run up one hell of a line of credit on you if you don't act quickly and clear the bloody bank account out."
"If she wants to clear the bank account out, she's every right. What's in the joint account is ours, her as well as mine. And her credit cards are all in her own name; we never did get around to having joint ones," I explained.
"Oh, I see. Well, we've still got to go down the Nick and report her as a missing person. They won't do much for a few days, but the sooner you make a report the better; it isn't like you were expecting her to move out on you. You haven't been arguing or anything, have you?
"Don't talk daft I told you last night. If anything in the last few months she's been more loving than ever."
"What do you mean by that?" Marie-Lise suddenly asked, with what I took as a little urgency in her tone.
"Just what I said. In the last few months Ann's been ... oh, I don't know ... happier, more relaxed. I'm not really sure, just more loving than she's ever been."
There was a very strange look on Marie-Lise's face.
"Um, I know this is an embarrassing question for me to ask, Pete, but has her, er, preferences in bed changed lately."
"I'm not with you, Marie-Lise?" I said.
"Has Anna been more prepared to experiment sexually, Pete?" Marie-Lise had turned bright red and Barry was now giving her a very strange look.
"I wouldn't say so. Why do you ask?"
"I'm sorry, Pete, but I had to ask you that. It's commonly reputed that a cheating spouse often tries to please their partner in bed more, out of guilt."
"How would you know that?" Barry asked her, with a kind of shocked look on his face.
"Don't ask but it's one of the two most common scenarios when a partner is cheating. Trust me, I know," Marie assured him.
"I don't intend to ask you how you know that, Marie. But what's the other scenario?" Barry asked, for once daring to drop the Lise part of her name. At first Marie-Lise didn't appear to react to Barry's transgression; normally she would berate anyone who didn't use her full name.
Strangely if there was just Marie-Lise and yourself present, it never appeared to worry her, but when a third person was there, she would get upset if her full Christian name wasn't used.
"Sexual neglect, and that's what you'll be getting if you don't use my proper name in company," Marie-Lise replied, with a smirk on her face.
"Okay, Princess, I'm sorry. I won't do it again," Barry replied. Princess had always been his pet name for her; she smiled back at him knowing she'd been out-manoeuvred somewhat.
"Well, you're on the wrong track there," I said to them. "If anything Anna's been more relaxed lately, better than she's ever been. And as far as sex goes, well, that's always been her favourite pastime."
"I don't like this. I don't like it at all. Damn, I wish she'd let me get to know her better," Marie-Lise said. "You know, there was always something that I felt she didn't want to talk about!"
I didn't reply as I felt the same way, but felt I couldn't discuss it even with my closest friends. Barry dragged me off to the police station, where I went through the procedure of officially reporting Anna missing. The policeman that we saw filled out his paperwork with an air of boredom; I could only assume wives leaving husbands was not uncommon.
For the next few days nothing much happened. I couldn't do much of anything and, on the Monday, called into work and organised a few days off. Shit, I told them to stick their job up their arse. It was evident later that Barry or Marie-Lise had already called my boss and he was expecting a very pissed-off-with-the-world Peter Garland to call that morning. Whatever I said to him that day, he ignored it and placed me on compassionate leave (without pay).



It was on the Wednesday morning that Sergeant Frank Stevens knocked on my door. He told me that Anna's file had finished up on his desk. He went through everything, all the questions I'd been asking myself. Was she unhappy, was there any chance she had been having an affair. You know all the questions you would expect. Then he left, not giving me much hope, by the way.
Friday morning Sergeant Stevens was back, this time with a couple of police constables for company. He asked would I mind if they searched the house. I told him go ahead and then he told me they were going to search it anyway as they had a warrant. I gathered later that he'd asked for permission just to see what my reaction would be.
After they turned the house upside-down and then made a very poor job of straightening it up after them, the sergeant asked me to accompany him to the station, where he'd like to ask me some questions. I could see no harm in that; at least it showed they were showing some interest in where Anna had gone. I figured the police were more likely to find her than I was.
Jean, who'd been Peter-sitting that day, had not been as relaxed about the police visit as I had. Shortly after I arrived at the police station, a solicitor whom Barry had hired turned up to sit in on the interviews. Jean had apparently been on to Barry the moment we'd left the house.
In the interview room I met Inspector Gary Harris for the first time. I'll admit that I didn't like the guy to start with, but I later changed my opinion as it was him who unofficially introduced me to the people to whom I think I owe my life.
From the start it was obvious the inspector wasn't happy about Anna's disappearance. Mind you, I wasn't either so I assumed we were on the same team. But that apparently isn't how policemen's minds work. "Hey fella, she's your wife; what have you done with or to her?" appeared to be the attitude they took with me. Christ, they gave me one hell of a grilling.
My brief told me later that most of the time it's the person who last claimed to have seen the person or who reports or doesn't report them missing early enough who's responsible for their disappearance. Yeah, don't ask me to explain here, or this bloody tale will go on forever. Take it from me, there's a window for reporting any adult missing. Do so too early or too late and the police suspect you of doing something. In my case it was too early, Anna might have gone off to see a friend or something. Yeah, bollocks; to my knowledge there was no one for her to go and visit.
The police let me go home again later that evening. Note the go home bit. They'd taken me to the police station in a car. I had to find my own bloody way home again.
I heard nothing more from the police over the weekend. I attempted to get the press interested but to no avail. Because she'd taken some clothes with her they said she'd probably left home by choice and asked me what I'd done to upset her.
The Tuesday of the second week I was still a real mess mentally. I'm not sure what made me call Inspector Harris and demand to know what progress had been made but I did so. It was quite a shock to me when he invited - yeah, I said invited - me to call into the police station for a chat and he'd give me an update.
I arrived about ten in the morning and was shown into the inspector's office where I found Harris and Sergeant Stevens waiting for me.
"Now there's just a couple of things I'd like to check out with you before I say anything, Mr Garland. Is that alright?" Harris asked.
"Yeah, fine with me. Anything that I can do to help you find her I will," I replied.
"Good, now lets see. You told my sergeant here that your wife's maiden name was Thomas and that she was born in Walford East London," Inspector Harris said.
"As I understand it, yes. Well, that's what it says on the birth certificate I showed Sergeant Stevens the other day," I replied.
"And as far as you are aware she grew up in the town of Bedford."
"As I understand things, yes. Anna didn't talk about her past much. I think her family is dead from the way she talked about them, not that she did very much."
"Tell me have you ever heard of a man called Ian Murray? Did she ever mention the name at all?" the inspector asked.
"Murray? No, I'm pretty sure she never mentioned the name. Inspector, Anna was - how can I put it? - reticent about talking about her past," I informed him.
"Hmm, I see," the inspector said as he extracted a piece of paper from a file lying on his desk. "Now then, there we have a real problem. There was an Anna Thompson who was born in Walford on the right date. The National Health and Insurance reference numbers that your wife was using are the ones issued to her. Anna Thompson's family moved out of the Greater London Area about a year or so after she was born and she grew up until the age of fifteen in Bedford.
"But then we run into problems. You see, the Thompson family emigrated to New Zealand and she went with them. We've been able to ascertain that she's apparently happily married to a guy called Ian Murray and now lives in Sydney, Australia with her husband and three children.
"My sergeant here has spoken to the Sydney Police, Anna Thompson's parents, Ian Murray and Anna Murray nee Thompson herself. I'm afraid to say, Mr Garland, that whoever you were married to, it was not Anna Thompson. It was someone using her identity.
"You've got to be wrong."
"I'm sorry, sir, but the National Health and Insurance numbers are the same. Your Anna Thompson was not the real Anna Thompson."
"Oh, Christ, where do we go from here?"
"Well, sir, where can we go? Who ever the woman calling herself Anna Thomas was, she must have been hiding from something or someone. She could be wanted for a crime by another police force or running away from ... well, just about anything - a previous marriage that went wrong even. Or, and it is a possibility that we have to take into account, she could a con artist who was setting you up, but I somehow don't believe that. No disrespect, sir, but you're not exceptionally rich or anything, are you?"
"No, I suppose I'm mister average. I've got a few grand stashed in the bank, but nothing to write home about," I replied.
"Tell me, sir, did your wife ... um ... I know she didn't she take any large amounts of money out of your bank accounts before she left because we've got a trace running on them for any movement. But did you buy her any expensive jewellery or anything like that whilst she was with you?"
"No ... well, yes, I brought her a few things, but nothing ostentatious. Anna wasn't into that kind of thing."
"And we know she hasn't maxed out on the credit cards or anything, from the watch we've got running on them. She hasn't apparently used any money at all from accounts that we know about. But that doesn't mean that she hasn't got other bank accounts in different names. She's obviously a very resourceful woman."
"I'm pretty sure she wasn't trying to steal from you. I suspect she was running away from something. I'm afraid that it could possibly be us. It's unusual not to find a single fingerprint if the woman in the house has lived in it for so long. That says to me that she purposely removed them."
"Now you come to mention that, Anna insisted that our car needed washing on the night before she disappeared. I washed the outside and she cleaned and polished inside ... that's strange," I observed. "I remember now she was wearing rubber gloves when she did it. But later I noted that she still had them on well after we went back inside the house. One of those things I thought odd, but not odd enough to bother to mention to her."
"I see. She could have been planning her disappearance for some time then. Well, she must have removed nearly all trace of herself from not only your house and car but from her office desk as well. Someone noticed her cleaning her telephone and computer on the Thursday afternoon. I suppose I'd better tell you that we've had to check that she hasn't stolen any money from her employers as well."
"And has she?"
"Not that they can find. She had no dealings with the cash side of things there and all the cheques that have been paid in or out are accounted for. No, whatever your wife has run away from it's in her past, not the last year or so. And, sir, I think we are going to have one hell of a job tracking her down. That's assuming we ever do."
"Can people disappear like that? Just walk out the door and then nothing?"
"All too often, Mr Garland. We've got filing cabinets full of them down in the record department. Most are not as experienced as your wife at hiding themselves either. It strikes me that if she doesn't want to be found, then we aren't going to find her."
That was really the end of the interview. The inspector told me that there were just a couple of human hairs found in my house that could belong to Anna, pubic hairs found caught on the washing machine filter. They had been sent off to the laboratory in an attempt to get a DNA match with anyone on the police DNA register.
That was it. We said our goodbyes and he assured me that Anna would remain listed as a missing person, but unless there was a DNA match that proved she was a wanted felon he very much doubted that her disappearance would be treated with a high priority.
End of Part one
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Unexpected Part Two
I really fell apart a bit after that meeting with Inspector Harris. It was nice to know that the police didn't think that I'd done my wife in and buried her in the garden or something. But I was still desperately missing the love of my life.
You know, in the past I've heard people say that it's the not knowing what has happened to your missing loved ones that is the worst thing to bear. If you know that they are dead, at least you can bury them in your mind, even if you haven't got a body to grieve over. Even if you at least had some idea as to why they had walked out on you, probably you'd feel better than just not knowing.
But if they've just disappeared, as Anna had, you can't stop wondering why they went and what has happened to them.
Me, I actually attempted to take the coward's way out of the worry. I tried to take to the bottle!
But fortunately or unfortunately - it depends on your perspective which way you look at it - I had a group of friends around me that weren't going to let that happen. There always seemed to be a mate or a mate's wife kicking around, who would - if necessary - physically remove my bottle after I'd had a couple of drinks.
I couldn't even get a skin-full in one of the local pubs, because my crowd was known too well in town. I'll admit that one night I got a little violent in the Queens Arms and tried to hit Barry. I think the police were called; well, they turned up anyway. But they made no comment as I was kidnapped from the pub by my friends and manhandled around to Barry and Marie-Lise's house, where I was all but incarcerated until I came to my senses again.
Well, even that isn't quite true. What brought me to my senses actually was the arrival of Sergeant Frank Stevens at their house. How he knew that I was there, I don't know; perhaps he decided to track me down and find out what had happened to me when my daily phone calls to him asking if there was any news suddenly stopped.
"Look, Peter," he said to me, "I know what you're going through, believe me. I've seen things like this happen all too many times in the past and I know what kind of effect this sort of thing can have on people.
"I've come to tell you that the DNA on those hairs from your washing machine didn't show up any matches on our computer system. Anyway now Anna's DNA is on the system so if...." The sergeant's voice trailed off; then when he composed his thoughts. "Well, you know, if anything turns up in the future, we'll be able to contact you.
"Thanks," I said to him, feeling somewhat dejected. I assumed he was telling me that the police were pushing the case onto the back burner, unless and until Anna's body turned up somewhere.
Frank Stevens got up to leave, but when he got to the door he stopped and turned to look back at me. I must have looked like a broken man sitting there; I could almost feel his pity for me. I can't say that policemen are my favourite people, but they have a job to do and under that hard shell they put on in public they are just human beings like the rest of us.
"Peter, there really isn't anything more that I can do for you at the moment. But there is a man who might be prepared to try to help you find your Anna."
I looked up at him expectantly.
"Who?" I demanded.
"Look, Peter, I'm not sure if he will help you or not! But if Anna's disappearance piques his or his wife's interest, they just might take up the investigation; he's got the resources and all the right contacts."
I looked at the sergeant with renewed interest.
"Do you remember, a few years back, a man called John Carpenter was convicted of a murder that his wife had committed?" the sergeant asked.
The name rang a bell somewhere in my brain. I seemed to remember he'd been inside for a while and there'd been a gunfight or something a little while after he was released. Then there was a lot of publicity in the newspapers about him being innocent of the crime in the first place.
"Yeah, I think I do. Didn't he serve time and then when he got out his wife tried to kill him...? Hold on, it wasn't your boss who shot her was it? I thought his name was familiar when I met him the other week," I said.
"Yes, that's the guy. Well, he and his new wife run a kind of detective agency."
"Hey, look, I've got a few grand in the bank but, from what I've heard, those guys cost a lot more money than I can afford."
"Take it easy. John and Helen are good friends of mine; they and their team normally only do insurance work. But John's a strange sort of guy and you could find that your case interests him. I'm pretty sure that if we can spike his curiosity, he'll look into Anna's disappearance for nothing. Well, almost nothing, next to what you'd normally pay the sharks in his profession."
"Do you think he might be interested enough?" Barry asked.
I hadn't realised that Barry had come into the room.
"I'm not a hundred percent sure, but his wife Helen is an angel. If she feels compassion for Peter, John will follow her lead. I'll take a drive down and see Helen as soon as I can arrange it and test the water. Don't expect to hear from them too soon though; they are all over the place, those two, and you're never sure when they are even going to be in the country."
After reminding me to keep my mobile charged and switched on, Frank Stevens left. Barry and Marie-Lise seemed to be a lot more optimistic than I was that these Carpenter people would agree to help me in my search for Anna. Barry even offered to throw in a few hundred pounds to help with the costs. I had to wonder what Marie-Lise thought about that idea, but she didn't say anything.
The call came on the following Friday evening. It was from Helen Carpenter and she asked me if I could come down to her cottage on Saturday at two p.m. to talk about my "problem", as she referred to it. Barry said he'd drive me; they still weren't letting me out of their sight.
The Cottage - if they call that a cottage, what the hell do they call a mansion? - was set well back from the road just outside a village. It had one of those sweeping drives that ran in a big circle in front of it, with several cars parked in front of the large garage set off to one side.
As we got out of Barry's car, we could see a group of children playing in the rear garden, being watched over by a woman of about forty-five. She smiled at us and gestured towards the house. Barry made off towards the front door and rang the bell.
"Do you think that's her?" Marie-Lise asked me. Looking at the woman in the rear garden.
"Doesn't look the secret agent part to me. More like a younger Miss Marple," I replied.
"Well, Miss Marple is a brilliant detective.... Christ, its Mrs Peel!" Marie-Lise exclaimed.
I looked at where Marie-Lise was now looking, towards the front door of the house and sure enough there stood a woman who had a remarkable resemblance to Diana Rigg who played Mrs Peel in the Avengers TV series. Although on closer inspection she was slightly shorter and her hair was a much lighter colour.
We introduced ourselves and she invited us into her lounge to sit down. The woman we'd seen in the rear garden quickly appeared carrying a tray with tea and coffee pots on it and then withdrew again. I noted she clocked all three of us very intently before she did so.
"Right, Peter, I think Frank's filled me in as much as he can. Now I really need to talk to you, alone if I may. If you two," she gestured to Barry and Marie-Lise. "wouldn't mind popping out into the garden, Jenny will sort you out with tea or coffee on the lawn; she can keep her eye on the children better that way," Helen Carpenter said.
Barry and Marie-Lise stood up and left by the patio door.
"Right, Peter, is there anything that you didn't tell Frank and Garry?"
"I don't think so," I replied.
"Okay, now I want you to think very carefully, I gather from what I've read here in the police report that you haven't known your Anna for very long. I want you to go back in your mind and tell everything that you can remember about her, right from the day that you first met her."
I did my best. I told her about how I'd first seen Anna in the café and how it had been love at first sight, for me. How I'd had to chase after her, just to get that first date with her. And how remote and maybe distrusting of me she appeared to be for the first few months. I probably wondered off into what some of the girls had said about Anna as well, I honestly can't remember now.
"And you had no idea at all that she was going to walk out on you?" Helen asked.
"No, none whatsoever. In fact we...." I stopped talking as in remembered something I'd almost forgotten.
"You what?" Helen prompted.
"We made love on that Friday morning and, and when we, er, finished. She said that she loved me. I've just realised she said something that I didn't quite hear. You know, I'm thinking now, that she must have said 'forgive me!' I told you, she said some funny things in the height of passion. Not the sort of things that women usually say."
"What kind of things?" her interest obviously piqued.
"I'm not sure but she always seemed to be asking me to love her, not to make love to her."
"And did you? Love her, I mean?"
"Well, I wouldn't be here now if I didn't, would I?"
"I don't know Peter. You married a woman who you knew almost nothing about, that you'd met only a few months previous. Then, less than two years later, she walks out on you. Do you really love her, or are you just angry that she's gone?"
"I'm damned angry that she's gone, but to tell you the truth I don't know how I'm going to go on living without her. Helen, Anna's the only woman that I've really loved."
"Oh, you've got it bad," Helen said smiling at me.
"Yeah, I think I have. I don't think I want to go on living without her," I replied.
"Oh, you will, of that I can assure you. But now leave it with me for a while. I'll talk to my husband when he calls later. He's in Singapore at the moment. That's not too far for him to pop down to Sydney and check out this other Anna Thompson or Murray as she's called now."
"But what help will that be? She isn't my Anna!" I said somewhat confused by the suggestion.
"Of course she's not. But your Anna had to know a lot about her to get hold of a copy of her birth certificate. There is a possibility that they actually knew each other sometime in the past. Whether Anna Murray actually knows that your Anna had stolen her identity in the UK or not is anyone's guess. There is a possibility that she could have helped your Anna; just think what would have happened if Anna Murray had come back to the UK just for a holiday or something.
"Now go home and try not to worry too much. We'll be in touch in a few days."
Back in the car, Barry and Marie-Lise told me they'd been fairly well grilled about Anna by Jenny and some guy called Bert who'd appeared from somewhere. Barry said he looked and acted like a cop, most likely a retired one, Barry thought.
It was the following Friday before I got another call from Helen Carpenter. She asked me to come to her house again on the following day. Barry drove me again, but Marie-Lise couldn't come.
John Carpenter was a man who oozed confidence. I was surprised that he only stood about five foot six or seven, but he had an air about him that made him stand out in a crowd. Although Helen was in the room with us she said very little at the beginning of this meeting.
"Well, Peter," John said after we'd been introduced. "I nipped down to Sydney and had a word with the real Anna Thompson. She had no idea who your Anna really was and was annoyed that her identity had been stolen. But she was most helpful in telling me about her life in the UK before she went to New Zealand and that allowed Helen to make some inquires over here. Helen's been up to Bedford for a couple of days this week on your behalf.
"It was really just a matter of finding out which of Anna Thompson's old school friends had disappeared over the years. We think we've got it down to one of two women. We've got some pictures here that we'd like you to look at; they are old school photographs but one of them we believe will be the woman you married."
The second one he showed me was Anna.
"Sarah Sharp," he said after I'd pointed her out. "She ran away from home when she was sixteen and from what I've been able to get from the police, I'm afraid she got herself mixed up with the wrong type of people.
"Look, Peter, you're probably not going to like this very much, but we'd better get it over with as quickly as possible, then you can decide if you want us to look further. Sarah Sharp had a few run-ins with the law. She has a few minor convictions for drug possession and a couple of cautions for soliciting some years ago. The name of some guy who called himself Paul Nielson AKA Paul Knowles cropped up at the same time; well, she's listed as being one of his known associates in the police files. He's been charged with drug dealing and living off of immoral earnings a couple of times."
"Peter, you realise what I'm saying here. Your Anna, or Sarah to give her her real name, has most likely been a prostitute in her past life! Does that make any difference to your feelings towards her and do you still want to find her?" John asked.
"None whatsoever!" I replied.
"Good man. Helen said it wouldn't and she's the best judge of character that I know."
"But, Mr Carpenter, if Anna was arrested for drug possession and prostitution, surely then her DNA would be on the police data base."
"It's John, Peter. Anyway not necessarily, she was only seventeen or eighteen at the time. She probably wised up and didn't get picked up again after she learned the ropes. And they didn't always take DNA samples back then. The national database hasn't been going all that long, you know. And some of the earlier samples they took I don't believe were compatible with the system now.
"Anyway I've got some contacts trying to find out a bit more about this Nielson guy. From what I can gather so far, he's a small time pimp. The big boys in the area he operates in are the Hennessey Brothers. They are kind of loose associates of another friend of mine - same business, different part of London - so I should be able to get some more info on him soon. You know, it could be your Anna was running away from this guy Nielson when she bumped into you.
"I'm going to have someone asking questions around near your place. It could be that this Nielson guy or someone he knew showed up in town, but Sarah saw him first and ran."
"But why did she run away? Why not tell me or the police?"
"Fear most likely. Look, Peter, quite a few of those pimps keep their women in line by using violence. Once a woman's been treated like that for a while, for some reason they get used to it, their spirit is broken and they are almost completely under their abuser's mental, as well as physical, control. They could go to the police, but they are too scared to. They think that the pimp will get them or anyone they care about, no matter what happens.
"Sarah changed her name and moved to your town. That leads us to suspect that she most likely found the gumption to run away from this guy and hide. She met up with you, fell in love and married you. I wouldn't be at all surprised if Sarah didn't run because she was worried about what could possibly happen to you."
"You don't think he could have snatched her back, do you?"
"Doubtful. She packed some clothes and left a note, didn't she? If that little shit had grabbed her, I doubt she would have had time to do that. Besides he would have forced her to empty your bank accounts by now; you did say she hadn't taken any money out of the bank since she left."
"No, not a penny. Look, Mr Carpenter, you don't think he could have discovered that she was with me and killed her for running away from him in the first place, do you?"
"I got to admit that that's a slight possibility, but a very small one, Peter. Little shits like that guy use violence to frighten and control their women. I'm pretty sure that, if he'd found Sarah, he'd have either knocked her about a bit and put her back to work on the streets, or as you say, possibly killed her.
"But killing her would not do him any good unless his other girls knew about it. Knowing that he found and killed a girl who managed to escape his clutches would surely scare the backsides off them and help keep them under control. But for that to work a body would have probably turned up somewhere by now. That hasn't happened, so I tend to believe something frightened Sarah and she just ran away again."
"But what would frighten her that much?"
"Just about anything really. Maybe she saw an associate of Nielson's or even a punter who'd used her in the past and might recognise her. You've got to think of it from Sarah's point of view. A regular customer might just say something to Nielson about seeing her the next time he used his services. That probably could have been a risk that she wasn't prepared to take."
"She could have told me. I would have protected her!"
"Tell me, Peter," Helen Carpenter, who had remained silent up until then, suddenly joined the conversation. "How would you go about telling someone that you love that you've been working as a prostitute for years? And that you've probably had sex with several men at the same time on many occasions? How do you tell someone you believe loves you about that?"
"You know, Anna.... Sorry, Sarah said something to me once about having done terrible things in the past. I could tell that she didn't want to enlarge, so I told her that I didn't care," I told them.
"Saying that is easy, Peter. The truth can be a hard to swallow," Helen replied.
"She didn't trust me then?"
"That's a difficult one," Helen said. "She might have been too ashamed to tell you the whole story of her life. Try to think of it from her point of view."
Helen and John informed me that Helen was going up to Bedford again to nose around a bit more. And John was going to get his friend who knows the Hennessey Brothers to ask them more about the Nielson guy. They told me they'd be in touch in a few days.
I was worried about what all this was going to cost me, but John Carpenter told me not to be.
"I had a bad experience with my first wife," he said. "I was surprised at how many people believed in me and helped me. The insurance companies pay us handsomely for what we do for them, and my wife and I try to help as many people as we can. Your story intrigued us to start with. Now we think it's Sarah who needs our help."
-----------------------
During the next week I'd moved back home and was trying to get back to work. Fortunately my boss and fellow workers were being very tolerant of the poor quality of my performance in the office.
Barry told me that he thought he had caught sight of John Carpenter's man Bert, around the town a couple of times. And one of my neighbours told me that some man knocked at her house and was asking questions about Anna. I didn't tell anyone but Barry and Marie-Lise that Anna's real name was Sarah.
I suppose another couple of weeks must have gone by before I heard from John Carpenter again. He called to tell me he'd arranged a meeting with the Hennessey Brothers and asked if I wanted to tag along. I said I would.
"Pete, you've got to understand these Hennesseys' are hoods, gang leaders who run their part of town. They're not the sort of people your mother would want you mixing with, if you know what I mean?" John said to me.



"I understand, John, but if they can in anyway help me find Anna then I would like to be there."
John picked me up in his car that evening. Barry wanted to come along but John said it was not clever to take too many people.
Confusingly for me we went to a pub in East London where John, leaving me in the bar, went behind the scenes to meet with a man he (and everyone else it appeared) called The Boss. I didn't ask any questions about him, especially when John returned with two Neanderthals who he introduced to me as Marko and Bernie. Jesus, you wouldn't want to meet those two on a dark night although when they spoke they appeared very pleasant.
All four of us got into a big Mercedes and we drove over to West London where the car stopped outside a not very salubrious looking snooker club. On the drive across town Marko and Bernie were talking to John like they were old friends. This did go some way to calm the unease that I felt in my stomach. Later I realised that Marko and Bernie were our bodyguards or minders for the evening.
Marko went up to the door of the club and spoke to the old man who was sitting just inside, a kind of doorman I suppose. The old guy disappeared for a couple of minutes, then when he reappeared, Marko signalled us to join him.
I must say the club wasn't as seedy looking inside. Although it was mainly lit by the lights over the snooker tables of which there must have been at least ten. I noted that there were no pool tables in the club, although I think that a couple of people we walked past were playing billiards. The general darkness in the place I did find disconcerting.
I saw both Marko and Bernie shake hands with several people as we passed them heading towards the back of the club where we finally were introduced to the Hennessey Brothers. Well, Jerry Hennessey anyway. Bobby, his brother - who Jerry informed us that we needed to speak too because he was handling "the problem", which I took to mean Paul Nielson - was in the middle of a frame of snooker. Jerry told us he would be with us as soon as he finished.
In the meantime the four of us sat in the next booth; two quite striking looking young women appeared from somewhere and served us drinks, apparently on the Hennesseys' because I didn't see a bill.
"Arsehole threw the bloody frame," Bobby Hennessey said when he finally joined us. "What is it with these bleeding wimps? It ain't like I'm a bad loser or nothing. Damn, I miss Johnny Callen. He always gave me a run for my money."
Apparently Marko and Bernie knew who Bobby was talking about, as there followed a discussion about him that neither John Carpenter nor I could follow.
"Right, your man Nielson." Bobby said turning his attention to John and me. I've got him and his girls out the back for you to talk to. He's been a pain in our arse for sometime now, so when you're done with the little bugger, we'll probably see him off," Bobby said, downing his pint in one; I think it was to say to us that he was ready to take us to Nielson.
We followed Bobby out of the back door of the club and into a warehouse the other side of the narrow service road that ran behind. Inside we found a couple of gorillas apparently guarding some guy who I was soon to learn was Nielson and three very frightened looking young women. All four of them were sitting on the floor with their backs against a wall.
"You, shit-face, on your feet and come with us!" Bobby said in a very quiet, but threatening tone of voice.
Neilson hesitantly got to his feet and followed Bobby into a room that led off of the main warehouse. The four of us followed.
"We're looking for someone and my friends here think that you might know something about why we can't find her," Bobby said.
Then he turned and looked at John Carpenter, obviously inviting him to continue the questioning.
"Sarah Sharp!" John said, "What can you tell us about her?"
"Sarah? I haven't seen the slut for a couple of years. The little bitch ran off with my money!" Neilson replied.
"Tell me more." John demanded when Nielson didn't enlarge.
"Ah, the little bitch worked for me for a while, then she got sick and went into hospital; when she came out she did a runner. I found out later the bitch had been holding out on me and stashing away some of my money," Neilson replied, in what I took to be an arrogant tone.
Bobby obviously took exception to Nielson's tone of voice and landed a punch in his stomach. Nielson doubled up and fell to the floor.
Wha'd-ya do that for?" Nielson gasped out.
"Because I don't like you or your kind!" Bobby replied. "It's arseholes like you who give the business a bad name. Now what else do you know about this girl?"
"Noffink. I told you, she done a runner on me and I ain't seen or 'eard of her since."
"Tell us about her," I asked. "How long have you known her?"
"Ah, I picked her up in Luton, some years back. She weren't a bad looker for her age and as green as grass so, well, I put her to work. She was an earner for a while, but nothing spectacular. I had her do some running for me on the side. Real innocent looking bitch, the Bill left her alone most of the time. Then she gets all stroppy on me and I had to teach her a lesson or two. The next thing I know she's disappeared and I ain't seen the bitch since."
"So was it you who put her in hospital?" Bobby asked.
"Well, yeah, you got to show them who's the boss, ain't ya!" Neilson replied somewhat hesitantly again.
He was right to have been hesitant. Bobby Hennessey landed several kicks into his stomach and ribs in quick succession.
"Now look, arsehole, we need to know where the bitch is. It's kind of important. We don't want her talking to the cops, unless we've talked to her first. Do you understand me? So if you know where we can lay our hands on her.... Or her body come to that, you'd be doing yourself a big favour by telling in the long term," Bobby said to him.
At first I was a bit confused when Bobby Hennessey said that. But then I realised that if Neilson had by any chance been responsible for Anna/Sarah's disappearance the way Bobby put the question was more likely to get the desired response from Nielson. Let's face it; Nielson wasn't going to admit he'd done her some harm, if he thought we were looking for her out of friendship.
"I told yah, I ain't seen her since she ran out on me. Honest, Mr Hennessey!" Nielson pleaded.
"You fucking arsehole, I never could stomach a man who'd strike a woman!" Bobby said. "You heard enough?" He directed at John carpenter and myself.
"I think so. The girls might know something," John replied to him.
Then Bobby walked over to a door on the other side of the room; opening it so we could all see the canal outside.
"Hey, shit-face, get the fuck out of town, today. If I or any of my boys ever see you again after midnight tonight, I'll fucking bury you in the mud at the bottom of that effing canal, you got that?" Bobby ordered.
Nielson nodded.
"And if I hear that you're running girls anywhere else in the fucking country, I'll come fucking looking for you! You get me?"
I don't think I've ever seen anyone look as frightened as Neilson did at that moment. He just nodded his head again.
"Get the fuck out of here before I change my mind!" Bobby bellowed at him. "No, better than that, get your fucking arse on the Eurostar tonight and never come back, or you're a goner.
Neilson slowly got up from the floor.
"Hang on, just a minute?" Bobby ordered. Then he grabbed Nielson and went through his pockets, throwing the switchblade knife that he found in one of them out the door into the canal. In another pocket he found Nielson's wallet, which he took all the cash out of. He found another roll of notes in the same pocket as the knife had been in. Bobby pocketed all of the cash. "Go!" he boomed.
With some difficulty Nielson staggered towards the door that led into the warehouse.
"Not that way arsehole, by the bleeding towpath. You ain't making any of those birds go with you!" Bobby said.
Neilson disappeared out into the darkness of the canals towpath.
"Scum of the fucking earth, I'd drown all of the little shits if I had my way," Bobby said as he led us back into the main warehouse, where we found the three women - still looking very frightened - but sitting on packing cases by then, drinking coffee from steaming mugs.
"Don't panic, girls, no one here is going to harm you," Bobby said to them.
"Where's Paul?" one of them asked tentatively.
"Don't worry about him, babe, he's decided to leave town, permanently," Bobby replied. "Now we need to know, what can any of you girls tell us about Sarah Sharp?"
The girls obviously recognised the name, but did not reply.
Apparently Bobby didn't expect them to. I noted that he was counting through the money he'd taken from Nielson. Having counted it, I watched him as he added some more cash from his own wallet and divided it into three bundles.
"Here, girls, there's monkey each for you. You probably gave him the bloody dough in the first place, anyway. That should help to get by until you can sort yourselves out. But if you like I'll make you an offer, that's if you want to stay in the business. What you do in the future is your choice now. If any of you fancy working for the firm, we've got a couple of nice houses that you can work in. We've got good security, so the punters won't dare get cheeky with you and we aren't greedy about our cut of your take, either," Bobby told them. "Oh, and if you're wondering, no one, and I do mean no one knocks any of my girls around, and that includes me. A man ain't a man if he raises his hand to a lady. What do you say?"
All three girls looked gob-smacked at Bobby's suggestion. I found myself feeling uncomfortable at Bobby Hennessey recruiting the girls as prostitutes to work in his brothels in my presence, as well.
"Think on it, girls, but you'll need to see our doc first just to make sure that you're clean; we can sort all that shit out later. Oh, yeah, if you want off the game we got a couple of legit companies that we might be able to find a place for you in. But anyway, now my associates here are friends of Sarah's. This man here is actually her husband and she's disappeared on him. Can any of you come up with any idea where she might have gone and why?"
If the three girls were surprised at Bobby giving them the money and his offer to take them under his wing, they were even more surprised at hearing that Sarah was my wife.
"I don't believe you!" Crystal - the girl who asked what had happened to Nielson and obviously the bravest and most vocal of the three -- said.
John Carpenter was obviously one step ahead by then, I suppose he expected that the girls would be suspicious and might not believe why we were looking to Sarah. He'd produced some pictures I'd given to Helen from his inside pocket.
"Here, look, the blushing bride with her handsome husband here," John said handing the pictures to Crystal.
The girls passed the photos between each other and even Bobby had a look at them as well.
"She's a fine looking lass. No wonder you're so set on tracking her down," Bobby commented.
"Why did she go?" Crystal asked.
"I don't know. I thought that maybe Neilson had shown up and scared her away," I replied.
I noticed that one of the other girls -- I was later to find out that her name was Saffie - had a thoughtful look on her face. She finally got up the courage to speak "I don't now whether there's any connection, but there is this regular customer of Paul's. You know him, Chrissie - Little big man!"
"What? The creep who knocked Michelle about?" Crystal asked.
"Yeah, that's him. Anyway...." The girl stopped speaking and looked right into my eyes. "Can I ask you, did you know that Sarah had been on the game, when you married her?"
"No, I didn't, I knew she had something in her past that she didn't want to talk about. Not that it would have made any difference to the way I felt about her. That must be obvious or I wouldn't be here looking for her now, would I?"
"I think Sarah couldn't have known how lucky she was!" Saffie commented and then went on. "Anyway this guy said something strange when I did him a few months ago. I can't remember exactly, but it's something that's been going around in my head ever since. He said something like it not being long before he wouldn't need Paul anymore, as he'd found himself his own private whore. She'd have to do whatever he wanted or her new hubby would find out what kind of woman he'd married. Well, he didn't use those exact words, but that was the gist of what he said.
"I was wondering whether he'd run into Sarah somewhere and recognised her. He's the kind of arsehole who would stoop to just about anything to get laid. I doubt any woman would want his little prick in her if she wasn't being paid for it." The girl stood watching me with a questioning look on her face.
"Any idea whereabouts this guy lives?" John Carpenter asked.
"Not the foggiest," Crystal replied. "The punters are just faces and cocks to us. But Paul might have some information on him back at his flat. He's got his little black book he keeps there, with info about some of his regulars or people he might be able to put the screws on."
Bobby had a mobile phone in his hand before Crystal had finished speaking and started pushing buttons.
"Where is he now?" Bobby almost shouted into it. "Right. When he gets in there, don't let him touch anything. Keep him there; I've got someone coming over to pick up a book of his. Once they have got it, then you put him on the bloody Eurostar yourself and tell him never to come back."
Bobby closed the connection then turned back to Crystal. "Do you know where he keeps that book?"
"I do!" The third girl replied. Her name turned out to be Debra, but everyone called her Debbie.
Bobby looked at one of his henchmen. "Take Debbie with you and bring that book back here. Marko, do you want to go with them?"
Marko didn't reply, he just nodded and followed Debbie and the Hennessey guy out of the warehouse. Bobby led the rest of us back into the snooker club where we ensconced ourselves into the empty booth next to Jerry Hennessey's. The two waitresses -- if that's what they were - arrived and served all of us with another drink.
"Do you play?" Bobby asked me, having obviously seen me looking at the tables.
"Not for a long time and I'm not very clever either," I replied.
"Come on then, let's have a knock about. At least you won't be pulling your punches. Most of these wankers are too frightened of me to make it worth my time." Bobby said standing up and handing me a cue.
I noted that Bobby led us to a table away from where the others were sitting. Having set up, he took the break.
"I saw that look on your face when I offered the girls a job, Peter," he said. "What you've got to realise is that some of these girls, once they get into the business for a while, haven't got any idea of any other way to earn a living. We just took their pimp away from them and if they don't come work for me, then some other sick little shit will be knocking them around and taking their money off of them by next week.
"Look, my brother and I aren't proud of what we do; we were bastards ourselves in the past. But nowadays, any girl who works for us does so because she chooses too. She don't get knocked about and no bugger takes her earnings off of her either, after she's paid our commission, of course. It costs money to run a nice safe clean house. And the other point is that if and when a girl wants out, Jerry and me will do all we can to help her. We'll even give them jobs in one of our legit businesses if we can."
"Bobby, I didn't...."
"I didn't say you were criticising. You live in a different world to these girls, Pete. I've got two sisters and a daughter of my own. I wouldn't like to see any of them working on the streets. Nowadays Jerry and I will help any girl who wants out of the business if we can. But for the ones who want to keep working, we'll watch their backs as well as we can. Yeah, we make money out of it, but if you ain't got any dough, well...." His voice trailed off again. "Anyway let's hope we can find your woman for you and soon. I'd hate to see anyone who's got out of the game fall back in."
I'm not sure whether Bobby was trying to make out that he was some kind of Robin Hood character or not. But he sounded quite sincere to me.
I knocked balls around the table, whilst Bobby potted them for the next half hour or so, until Marko and Debbie returned. The Hennessey muscle man didn't return with them. Crystal flipped through the book until she came to an entry labelled "Little big man."
"There, that's him," Crystal said, "little dick, big head. He beat up Michelle because she unfortunately laughed at him when she saw the size of his pecker. Cut her up so bad she couldn't get any clients anymore."
John Carpenter studied the name and address in the book and then he turned it so that I could read it. "Calvin Talbot" the name instantly rang a bell in my mind. I was damned sure that I'd heard it somewhere before and the address wasn't all that far from my home either.
"Recognise the name?" John asked.
"Looks familiar to me, but I can't place him," I replied.
"Me too," John said. "I've got a list of names that Frank Stevens thought could be of interest. Pardon the pun but Frank thought this Talbot guy wasn't being as frank as he could be with him. He's a manager in that place where Sarah worked! He's refused to talk to Bert as well; I guess we know why now. I suppose that he must have recognised her.
"The strange thing is, Crystal, I'm assuming that these initials are the girls and dates are when he availed himself of their services?" John asked.
"Yeah, if you don't mind, we won't go into what the other letters after that are; they're his sexual preferences. He's a bit of a weirdo, that one!" Crystal replied.
"I've been around, Crystal, I can hazard a guess. But the point is, Sarah's initials aren't on the list," John pointed out.
"No way. Paul was sweet on Sarah, no matter how he treated her or what he said. He wouldn't let that weirdo anywhere near her. But the guy would have seen her with Paul plenty of times, and I know he asked Paul if he could have her more than once."
"So that's why she ran. He must have approached her," I said. "He must have approached her at the office. But surely she must have recognised him when she went to work there?"
"Maybe not," John said. "Different surroundings and if he dressed up smart for work, she might not have recognised him until it was too late. I think we'd better have a word with our Mr Talbot!"
"Do you need any muscle?" Bobby asked.
"Thanks, Bobby, you and Jerry have done enough. We've got Marko and Bernie here if I need any expertise," John replied.
"Well, when you've found Sarah, give us a call and I'll send a couple of guys up to make sure the tosspot doesn't lean on anyone else, permanently. No one will ever tie it to you guys," Bobby offered.
We thanked Bobby and Jerry for their help then and left the club.
"Just one thing to bear in mind, fellas," Bernie said, as we drove away. "When the Hennesseys' say permanent, they mean forever. We were in a situation with them about a year or so ago. Two guys who the Hennesseys' got upset with finished up in the bottom of a fen in East Anglia somewhere. It went down as a car accident, but the last anyone saw of those two they were with some of Hennessey's team."
Neither John I replied to Bernie's statement.
As we drove home that night I thought to myself, "Yeah, we had probably discovered why Sarah had left, but we were no closer to discovering where she has actually gone."
End of part Two
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As usual my thanks go to LadyC and Techsan for their assistance in bringing this tale of woe to you.
As we drove home that night I thought to myself, "Yeah, we probably have discovered why Anna had left, but we were no closer to discovering where she had actually gone." So you can understand that I wasn't as elated as some folks in the car appeared to think I should be.
John Carpenter warned me not to go anywhere near the Talbot guy until he was ready. "We want to put a little pressure on before we approach him. It's all right for the likes of the Hennessey's to come down hard on little hoods like that Nielson guy, but we can't go treating an apparently upstanding member of the public that way. I had a word with the girls while you were playing snooker and they are willing to help us. By the way, if you happen to see any of them or my people around town, don't approach them. Okay?"
When John said that I had no idea what he was up to, but in the following few days I soon found out. I caught sight of all three of the girls and John's man Bert in the high road on a couple of occasions. It appeared to me that everywhere I looked, one of the girls was about, and Bert seemed to be everywhere as well. Well, to be honest our High Road isn't that big so I assumed the plan was that the Talbot guy would see one of them whenever he came out of or went into the insurance office.
Mind, the girls didn't look anything like the three little tarts that we'd met at the Hennessey's'; those girls had obviously been cheep prostitutes. Now they were dressed like respectable young ladies; whether that was Bobby Hennessey's influence or Helen Carpenter's I didn't know, but I saw Helen a couple of times over those few days.
Apparently Talbot recognised the girls though; I was to learn later that he went to approach all three of them on different occasions. But every time he got close to any of them, Bert would step in between. Bert was one guy Talbot had been trying to avoid talking to.
I was sorry that I missed the best bit though. From what Crystal told me later, I gather that Talbot with his wife and his or her parents went for a meal on the Friday evening at one of the best restaurants in town. The three girls and Bert let Talbot's party get into eating their meal before they sat themselves down at the next table. Crystal told me that she thought that Talbot was going to choke on his soup when he spotted them. Crystal said she thought that Talbot's wife suspected that something odd was going on, because she kept looking between the girls who were smiling in Talbot's general direction all the time and Talbot himself.
By the following Monday morning, John Carpenter decided they'd lent on Talbot enough. Sometime during the previous week, Helen Carpenter had been into the office and made arrangements for Talbot to show her and her husband over an empty property. Apparently Talbot had no idea who Helen and John Carpenter were, or that they had any interest in Anna's disappearance.
The five of us - the three girls, Bert and myself - were sitting in a people carrier with blacked out windows further along the road when John, Helen and Talbot arrived at the vacant property. After a cursory look at the outside of the house they went inside. We five followed them in as soon as they were out of sight.
"What the hell are you doing here?" I heard Talbot demand when he noticed Crystal enter the room.
By the time I got into the room as well, Talbot was looking from one face to another trying to figure out what was going on.
"We just want a word with you about what you know about Anna's disappearance," John Carpenter said. "You have a choice. You can talk to us now or we'll take the girls straight round to tell your wife what kinds of games you've been getting up to with them over the last few years."
"She'd never believe you!" Talbot tried to brazen it out.
"Oh, after Friday night, I pretty much think she will. From what the girls tell me, your wife was itching with curiosity," John replied in a very calm voice.
Some of the false confidence in Talbot's voice began to waver. Reading between the lines I assume his wife had been asking some very pertinent questions over the weekend.
"I don't know anything about Anna's disappearance! She just never turned in to work one day, that's all I know," he declared.
"No, I don't think so," John said. "From what I've heard about the week before she disappeared, there was an afternoon when only you and her were in the office for a while. When the other staff members got back to the office, more than one of them said that Anna appeared distant and upset about something. So just what passed between you that afternoon?"
"Nothing. I hardly spoke to the woman!"
"Okay, Calvin, if that's the way you want to play things," John replied. "Right, Bert, run the girls round to the gym so that they can have a chat with Mrs Talbot, who should be just about to finish her workout. And we'll go down to the police station and let them in on the fact that our friend here had some kind of a disagreement with Anna a few days before she disappeared. You never mentioned to the police that you'd known Anna in the past either, did you, Calvin? Or that you had been alone with Anna in the office that afternoon. I'm willing to bet the police will be very interested in those little omissions.
"And, of course, if your wife is as jealous as she's reputed to be, I'll bet she has you out of the house before nightfall. The police might be interested in her reactions to your infidelity as well."
"How do you know what I told the police?" Talbot demanded.
"Calvin, we've been looking at you very closely for some time now, and you'd be surprised what we've found out. We know about those kerb crawling cautions as well. Does your wife know about them by any chance?
"And!" John said, quietly, pausing for effect. "Of course there's your other son, the one you pay maintenance for every month. Are your wife and family aware of his existence?"
Talbot hadn't had much colour in the first place. He lost all colour in his face completely when John mentioned this other child, whom I'd never heard of before either.
Talbot suddenly got physically shorter. I'd never seem a man shrink in front of my eyes before.
"I just asked her if she was still looking to turn a few tricks on the side, that's all."
"Bollocks!" Crystal exclaimed. "Sarah would have told you to piss-off, she was married and out of the business!"
"Oh, she did. So I left it at that," Talbot replied.
"Then what scared the shit out her so much that she ran away…?" Crystal demanded; she was angry and for a moment I thought she was going to lay into Talbot.
"All right, Crystal, calm down," John interrupted. "No, Calvin, we can't believe you just asked Anna if she would turn a few tricks for you. I very much suspect that you told her that she would, otherwise you threatened to tell her husband here that she'd been on the game.
"Now it really isn't worth lying to us, Calvin, because your marriage and life as you know it is on the line here. Besides all that, do you know there are some rather violent people in London who are very angry about Anna's disappearance? They've only got to suspect that you had something to do with it, and well… You'll tell them the truth, of that I can assure you!
"Calvin, did you know that Paul Nielson has left the country, because those guys became upset with him? Now you tell us exactly what went on between you and Anna and no one needs be any the wiser, okay?"
I had to marvel at the calm quiet voice that John was using. I had to admit it did sound very menacing.
"Look, I just asked her if she would go with me now and again," Talbot finally exclaimed.
"And?" John asked in that calm tone of his.
"Yeah, well, I might have hinted that I would tell her husband about her being on the game. But as the girl said, she just told me to piss-off. I don't think she'd recognised me until I spoke to her about it…."
"Yeah, we never take much notice of little pricks like you!" Crystal butted in. She still sounded extremely angry. Possibly more angry than I was at that moment.
John raised his hand to silence Crystal and nodded to Talbot, telling him to carry on.
"Look, I didn't recognise her when she first came to work in the office, although her face was familiar. Then I remembered I'd seen her with Paul Neilson so I figured I'd take a chance and see whether she'd play ball. Well, she told me to sling my hook!"
"Did you mention Paul to her?"
"Yeah, well, sure I did."
"And did you by any chance tell Anna you'd tell Paul where she was?"
"Now look, I wouldn't have actually told him!"
"But you mentioned him and you no doubt knew that Paul was looking for Anna?"
"Yeah, well, so what, that doesn't mean I would have told him where to find the girl. To be honest, she was a nice girl, not the sort you'd expect to find on the game."
"They are all nice girls, Calvin. It's just that some of them don't make the right choices on who to be friends with when they are young," John commented. "So after that day you never brought up the subject again, or threatened to let on to anyone that Anna wasn't her real name or that she'd worked as a prostitute?"
"No, look, the moment I said it to her, I wished I hadn't. I tried to apologise to her a couple of times over the following days, but she blanked me. And then suddenly she was gone! I thought that Neilson guy had tracked her down or something."
"You didn't think it would have been prudent to tell the police about Neilson then?"
"Well, how could I without telling them how I knew him? Look, if my wife finds out that I've been visiting…. Well, you're a married man; you understand…. If Karen finds out, she'll divorce me."
Talbot didn't look a happy man standing there.
"Then you'll just have to hope that we find Anna in the long term, won't you? I'm sure if her husband here doesn't find Anna before too long, he's liable to lash out at the man who gave her cause to run."
"But I didn't…!"
"Oh, you sure did, Calvin! Anna was happy living a new life and you set about smashing that safe little world she'd built for herself. You had the choice to say nothing to her and let sleeping dogs lie, but you thought you could turn the situation to your own advantage. You know, you're one hell of a man," John said with a sarcastic tone to his voice. "I'm afraid that what happens next is up to Anna's husband here."
Talbot turned and looked at me with pleading eyes.
"Please don't tell my wife."
I didn't answer him; I turned and walked out of the room. Two wrongs don't make a right and I could see no sense in smashing two marriages. But I held any revenge that I might take in abeyance; Talbot would have to pray that I found Anna in the end.
-----------------------
"Are you going to tell his wife?" Crystal asked me, when she climbed into the people carrier.
"I doubt it, but it won't hurt the bugger any to worry about whether I will or not for a while. What's the point in upsetting his wife and family? Where are you girls going now, by the way?" I asked her.
"Saffie has got to got back to the rehab clinic; Bobby Hennessy set it up for her. You know, we were terrified of the Hennessey's, but they are being so kind to us."
"Perhaps they want you to work for them?" Bert suggested.
"Oh, they do, but none of us are going on the game for them. Once Saffie gets herself clean Jerry's promised her that if she stays off the drugs, she can go work as a croupier in one of their gambling clubs. Jerry Hennessey reckons that with her looks, the customers won't mind losing their cash so much. And Debbie here is going home to her folks; Helen Carpenter went up to see them the other day and they are keen on having her go back home."
"And you, Crystal?" I asked. "What are you going to do? Go home to your folks or work for the Hennessey's?"
"I don't know that I've got much choice. I can't go back to my family and I'm not as good looking as Saffie or anywhere near as clever."
"Why can't you go back home? Your folks aren't dead or anything, are they?" I couldn't understand why Crystal wasn't even contemplating trying to reconcile with her family. But then Debbie, who obviously knew Crystal very well, broke her usual silence to answer that question for her.
"Because her stepfather raped her when she was little and when she told her mother she was accused of seducing the bastard. Her stepfather was put in jail and Crystal finished up in care. Is that a good enough reason, for you?" Debbie sounded pretty pissed that I'd even suggest that Crystal went home. I believe I understood her anger, but I didn't know the details of Crystal's early life or how she'd finished up on the game.
"I ran away from that council home when I was twelve. It was like they'd put me in prison for what happened." Crystal didn't sound as angry as Debbie, just maybe a little sad. "I didn't finish school or anything. The Hennessey's said I could be a waitress at one of their places if I wanted to. But, oh shit, lying on my back isn't as hard work as being a bloody waitress."
"So you'd prefer to stay on the game?" I asked.
"No, I'm just too thick to do anything else," Crystal replied.
"Balls!" Bert said, joining the conversation. "Get yourself back to school girl and get some education behind you. You aren't dumb, girl. I'd say you're pretty clever to have lived on the street from the age of twelve!"
Crystal seemed to think for a little while before she replied.
"Easier said than done, Bert, I got to have money to live on. Perhaps I could study part time and pay for that by turning a few tricks."
"Do you really think that you'd be able to do that, Crystal?" I asked. "After all, you've been on the game for how long now, and you've never taken time out to study in the past, have you?"
"I don't have much choice really, do I? That's the trouble: I'm fucked, whatever I try to do."
I'm not sure why I said what I did next. It could be that I was feeling sorry for the girl or I could have been that I felt Crystal really did want out of the business, like her two friends were obviously going to get. But Crystal needed a little help.
"Well, you could come to live at Anna and my house and study from there. You know yourself how dangerous being on the game is, Crystal," I suggested.
"Are you nuts? Why would you want a hooker living in your house for?"
"I don't want a hooker or an ex-hooker. But I'm happy to have another reformed one, living in my house. And I've got a friend who I'm pretty sure will help you with your studies."
"I do believe that you mean that!" Crystal said turning to look me in the eye. "But what's Anna going to say when she comes back?"
"Well, if we ever find her, I should imagine that she'll be pleased to see her friend again. I'm assuming you were her friend," I said.
"I always thought she was my friend and she did ask me to go with her when she ran away from Paul. But I told her that she'd have a better chance of disappearing if she was on her own."
"Well, there you are then. When we find her, you just being around will hopefully tell her that I don't care what she has done in the past. Crystal, it's what all of you do in the future that counts."
"Peter, if you weren't Sarah's husband I would kiss you," Crystal said with a big smile on her face.
"Just you keep remembering that I am Anna's husband and we can't go too far wrong, Crystal," I replied.
"You mean it! You really do mean it!" Crystal exclaimed. "Yes, please, Peter, I'll keep house for you and find a proper job so that I can pay my way. And I'll study as best I know how!"
Crystal lent over and kissed me on the cheek, then I noticed that all three girls were hugging each other.
When we arrived back at my house, we told John and Helen of the plan for Crystal to move in with me for the time being at least. Helen did take me to one side and asked me if I was sure I was doing the right thing.
"I don't know, Helen. But I can only hope that someone is looking after Anna as well as I am going to look after Crystal. She seems like a nice kid who got a rotten start in life. I'd like to make sure that she doesn't spend the rest of her life as somebody's plaything," I replied. "I'm not convinced that we're ever going to find Anna again."
"Hang in there, Peter. You know we've got people looking all over the country for her." Helen told me.
"Thank you, Helen. I know that you and John are doing everything you can. But I'm beginning to get the suspicion that if Anna doesn't want to be found, she won't be. She made a mistake and settled too close to her old stomping ground when she ran from Neilson. I wouldn't be surprised if she hasn't left the country completely," I replied.
-----------------------
Crystal moved into my spare room a couple of days later. As I thought she would, Marie-Lise took Crystal under her wing and became her personal tutor. There are minimum standards of literacy required to get anywhere in further education and Marie-Lise was adamant that Crystal would make the grade.
For a while Crystal did little but spend her time studying and looking after the house. Although once Marie-Lise persuaded her that all work and no play makes for a dull life, she started to join my friends and myself when we went out in the evenings. I think she'd been living at my house for about a month when one evening as we left a club to walk home she took hold of my arm. Once we were alone and couldn't be seen by any of the others, she lent towards me and kissed me on the cheek.
"What was that for?" I asked
"For being a nice man and a faithful husband to Anna," she replied.
I stopped walking and looked at her. I think the look on my face must have been asking the question.
"Peter, I'm sorry for not trusting you, but I'm going to unpack tonight!" Crystal said with a big smile on her face.
I'd never been into Crystal's room since the day she'd moved in. But Marie-Lise had told me that most of her meagre gear was still in the two suitcases she'd arrived with.
I still said nothing, so she went on.
"Peter, the last few years have taught me to be weary of all men. So when you invited me to move in, I wasn't sure what to make of it. At first I rejected the idea, but when you said I should remember that you were Anna's husband I thought I'd take the chance. You know I've been jamming a chair under the door handle every night, don't you?"
"No, am I that untrustworthy looking?"
"No, you're not. It's me. I'm paranoid about peoples - mainly men's - true intentions. Now I'm feeling very silly and I want you to forgive me for not trusting you."
"You're forgiven, Crystal. I think I can understand the sort of fear that you've lived in for the last few years. And to be honest I really don't blame you for being reticent to trust anyone. So you haven't unpacked so that you could make a quick run for it."
"I'm sorry, yes!"
"Crystal, if you ever want to leave, you don't have to run. I'll drive you wherever you wish to go."
"Thank you, Peter. I know that now." Crystal lent forward and kissed me on the cheek again. "Please, god, that we find Sarah before too long. She doesn't know how lucky she was when she found you."
It was week or so later that I came home from work one day to find Crystal sitting at the kitchen table filling in a form with Marie-Lise's help.
"What you got there, girls?" I asked, just out of interest.
"A Criminal Records Check. I need it for my new job," Crystal replied.
"Er, have you got a record?" I asked, trying to sound casual. "And what job is this, anyway?"
"I'm going to work part time in a children's nursery for a while to see how I get on. It's a friend of Marie-Lise's, and she says that my Police Cautions for soliciting won't be taken into account because I was under sixteen at the time."



"She knows what you used to do?"
"No sense in her finding out by accident sometime in the future, Pete. Just think how different it would have been if everyone had known about Sarah's past," Crystal replied.
"I suppose you've got a point there, Crystal. But I should imagine you're going to get some funny reactions if you tell everybody."
"Oh, we don't intend to tell everyone; just folks who need to know and that we can trust," Marie-Lise assured me.
"That's fine. I'm cool with that. You girls do what you think best," I replied, trying not to sound sceptical.
Well, Crystal passed her CRB check with no problems and she settled down to her job at the nursery; within weeks she had started night school classes at the local college as well.
I think some folks wondered what was going on a bit; what with Anna disappearing and then Crystal moving in a couple of months later. There were a few funny looks to start with, from some of the neighbours, but no one actually said anything.
Although Crystal did catch the eye of some of my friends, who I'm pretty convinced were under the impression that Crystal was a little more than a lodger to me. Strangely she was; Crystal soon became like a sister to me. But I could read the lecherous thoughts in some of the guys' minds, from the look in their eyes when she was about.
I'd hear from John and Helen every now and again, but they had no news of Anna; I think they called to reassure me that they were still actively looking, but I had no idea what they were doing.
I think about six months had passed since Anna's disappearance when I found Frank Stevens knocking on my door one Sunday morning.
"Pete, I've got something I want you and Crystal to look at here." he said, waving the folder he was carrying in front of my eyes.
I led him into the kitchen where Crystal was cooking breakfast. To my surprise he gave Crystal a hug and she asked him if he'd eaten yet.
"No, I've been up all bloody night going through CCTV recordings; you know that there was some trouble in town Friday. Well, we've pulled all the surveillance videos in town and I'm one of the poor buggers who's been trawling through them all bleeding night. Anyway you wouldn't believe who I think I might have spotted. I want you two to see if you agree with me.
Sitting down at the table Frank opened the file and pushed a rather poor quality photo towards me.
"Could that possibly be who I suspect it is?" he asked.
I stared at the fuzzy picture; Crystal came around the table to look over my shoulder.
"Oh, my god!" Crystal exclaimed. "I think it is, Frank. Have you got any more?"
Frank shoved a couple more rather iffy pictures towards us, obviously stills taken from the surveillance tapes and all of extremely poor quality.
To my mind the woman in the fuzzy pictures could have been anyone, but Crystal swore that it was Anna or Sarah as she still called her.
"It could be her," I agreed, "but these pictures are so blurred, it could be anyone."
"They are clearer on the tapes, although even they aren't too clever; the damned tapes have been reused so many times. I didn't have time to make any copies; I wanted to see what you two thought. But if you and Crystal want to come down the station and look at them, we can go as soon as you're ready."
Frank called his wife and told her that he still wasn't coming home, because he was gong back to the police station to show Crystal and me the tapes. A very patient and understanding woman, Margery Stevens
Then the three of us set off for the Nick. I followed Frank into the car park and as we walked to the building he spoke to me.
"From the time-codes on the tapes at the railway station, it looks like Anna turned up on the two o'clock train. I spotted her on a couple of other tapes as she walked into town, trying to stay off the main road as much as she could, by the way. Then she hung around in the High Road for a couple of hours, mostly pretending to look in shop windows and the like, but I'd say she was watching the entrance to your office. Pete, I'm damned sure that she was waiting for you to come out from work, probably to make sure you were all right. What time did you leave work on Friday?"
"I knocked off early, so that I could be nosy and wander up to see what was going on at the bank. Couldn't get near the place because your boys had it cordoned off after the robbery. I think it must have been about four o'clock," I replied.
"Yeah, well, that fits perfectly. The woman on those tapes returned to the railway station just after five P.M. Pete, I think that she was checking to see if you were all right and I'm convinced that it was Anna or to be precise Sarah Sharp."
"So she's alive and moving about of her own free will. Assuming that it is her, that is; I want to see those tapes before I'm convinced," I replied.
"It's Sarah, believe me!" Crystal chipped in.
Frank led us through the security door and up into one of the offices, where several officers were sitting around staring at video screens, whilst surrounded by piles of videotapes. It looked to me like the poor buggers were going through each tape one individual frame at a time. Frank saw me staring at them.
"There's a couple of guys that we're interested in. We spotted them hanging around town on tapes taken Friday morning. Now we're trawling the rest of the tapes to see where they went and what they were doing. With luck we'll find a couple of good pictures of them somewhere. It was a fluke that one of the guys spotted Sarah coming out of the station, then he tracked her from there," Frank said, as he removed several tapes from the apparently chaotic piles.
The three of us sat in front of one of the spare monitors and Frank put one of the tapes in the machine. He fast-forwarded the tape to a time that he read from the one of the pictures he'd shown Crystal and myself earlier.
"That's definitely Sarah!" Crystal said the moment that the woman appeared on the screen. "And I'll bet that's her red wig. I'm surprised she's still got it."
"Damn, that's why the railway people didn't remember her. We were asking about a brunette," Frank said.
"The ticket collector mentioned a redhead woman," one of the other officers said obviously overhearing what Crystal had said.
"I wonder whether he remembers where her ticket was from," Frank mused.
"Only one way to find out," the other officer said, "ask him!" Then he threw a notepad in Frank's direction. "Use his home number; he's off today."
Whilst all this discussion was going on Crystal and I were watching Anna slowly walk out of the station. I could see what had attracted Frank or whomever it was who first noticed her attention; she was looking around obviously trying to spot anyone who might know her before they recognised her. I doubt she thought that the police would be trawling through these tapes.
Frank showed us several other sections of tape with Anna on them; in one she promptly did a u-turn and dived into a shop doorway when Marie-Lise walked passed by. Just for a second as she turned, she looked directly at the camera and I got a really good look at her face
"Well, that clinches it," I said to Frank, "that's definitely Anna. But how you spotted her with that hairdo, I'll never know."
I had found it surprising, because except for that one shot where Anna looked at the camera, the pictures weren't that good and Frank Stevens had never met Anna in the flesh; he'd only seen pictures of her.
"I'll be honest with you, Pete, I didn't." Frank admitted. "One of the guys spotted the strange way she was behaving. Even if it was well after the robbery, it drew his interest. I only caught sight of that bit of tape there, where your friend, Marie-Lise, came along the road and I had a hunch. Now let's see if this railway bloke remembers where she came from."
Frank picked up a telephone and called the ticket collector. There followed a long conversation, with Frank saying things like, "Are you sure?" "There's no chance that you kept the ticket, is there?" and finally "Thanks, we'll do that."
"Damn, he can't remember," Frank said as he put the telephone down. "But he suggested we talk to the people at Paddington. He said with red hair like that, someone is bound to have seen her if she got on the train there. Look, Pete, I'll have to ask the railway police to ask about her up there. Leave it with me for the time being. Oh and I'll let the Carpenters have copies of this lot as soon as I can; perhaps John can work some of his magic."
-----------------------
Later that same afternoon, John Carpenter called to inform me that he'd heard from Frank. John told me that he was intending to send Bert up to Paddington Station on the Monday to nose about a bit. Apparently Bert had a friend (an ex-colleague) in the Transport Police who spent a lot of his time at Paddington.
It was the middle of the week before I heard from John Carpenter again. Bert had learnt that one of the station staff at Paddington had spotted Anna. Apparently because she'd gone into the Ladies toilets a striking blond, and then came out again, a raving redhead. It sounded like Anna had caught the guy's eye and he had probably been watching her - perving her most likely I thought – when Anna had done her swift change act so the guy had gotten really curious and followed her until she got onto the train that brought her down to our town.
The guy spotted Anna doing the reverse transformation later in the day and that time he followed her again until she left the station in a taxi. The guy was pretty well convinced that he'd heard Anna ask the taxi driver to take her to Victoria Coach Station. Unfortunately there the trail ran cold. No one at Victoria Coach Station remembered seeing her and from there, of course, Anna could have boarded a bus to anywhere in the country.
A couple of days later John called me again to tell me that Bert had tracked down the taxi driver who had driven Anna from Paddington to Victoria. She had apparently discarded the blond wig in the cab, but only after she was well away from the Paddington area. The driver had talked to her, as London cabbies are prone to doing. He had gathered that Anna had been very worried about being seen in the Paddington area. Not surprising really, as it wasn't far from Nielson's old stomping ground.
Once clear of Paddington Anna apparently got quite chatty with the taxi driver and told him she'd just been to see her husband, but apparently didn't enlarge any further. Although the driver asked her, she didn't tell him where she was headed, or why.
The trail had gone cold after that and, after my initial excitement that we might be getting somewhere in the hunt for Anna, I began to get depressed again. Although I was pretty sure that she was safe now and was hiding out of the fear that Nielson would find her. There was no way for us to tell her that Nielson was no longer around.
Over the next couple of weeks, Crystal, Marie-Lise and Barry took to disappearing on Sunday mornings for a few hours. I found out later that they were prowling around Crystal's old stamping ground looking for any old friends of Anna's that they could find, just generally putting the message about that Nielson was out of the picture. But they said from what they heard, someone - probably the Hennessys' people - had beaten them to it. They also heard that all of the Hennessys' people had been asked to keep their eyes open for Anna. And apparently that's where the break came from.
Helen Carpenter turned up at the house one day and said that she thought they had found Anna. Or at least had a good idea of where she could be working. It was one of Hennessys' guys who'd suddenly realised that it could have been Anna he saw get off the National Express Coach he'd been travelling on. There was no explanation for the month or so delay in him telling anyone.
A quick check of the dates showed it had been on the evening that Anna had been dropped off at Victoria Coach Station; so the odds were that it could well be her! The most important point was that she got off the Coach near a large country club; there was nowhere else near by that she could have been going to.
Helen wanted Crystal to go with her to talk to Anna.
"I'm coming as well!" I said a little surprised that Helen hadn't come to collect me.
"No, I'm afraid you're not, Peter!" Helen said. "Look, we are assuming that Anna ran away because she thought Nielson was on her trail. But I'm sorry we have to think of all the scenarios. Could it be that Anna ran away from you?"
"You've got to be kidding…" I replied angrily.
"No, don't get me wrong, Peter. I don't mean that Anna ran away from you in the sense that she was frightened of you. What I'm trying to say is, did Anna run away because she couldn't face having you find out about her past! It could be that she is very embarrassed about what she has done in the past and just couldn't face the idea of you knowing about it. She obviously loves you because she came here the other week just to look at you from a distance."
"Then I can tell her that I don't care what she's…."
"It's not that easy, Peter. It has to be Anna's choice. Please you must let Crystal and me go to see her alone. We'll talk to her and tell her that she's safe from Nielson; that you love her and are waiting patiently for her to come home. It's for the best, Peter, believe me!"
At this point Barry and Marie-Lise turned up; whether they'd been called by Helen earlier or not, I don't know. Whatever, they persuaded me to let the girls go to find Anna without me. Marie-Lise joined Helen and Crystal for the trip, while Barry stayed with me at the house.
The girls had only been gone about five minutes when Barry turned to me.
"Well, what are you going to do - sit here or go after them?" he asked.
"We'd never catch them now if we tried. They're long gone," I replied.
"Yeah, but I think know where they're going. What d'ya say?"
I looked at Barry quizzically.
"Ah well, Helen Carpenter left her road atlas open on the seat of her car and I just happened to look in the window. There was a pencil mark around a certain place, I think I've a pretty good idea where she's going, I went to a golf tournament there once."
I grabbed my jacket and we both raced out of the house. There's one thing about Barry that I‘ve never been too enamoured with. When Marie isn't in the car he drives like a bleeding nutcase, but that day I wasn't complaining; although I did wonder if I was going to be alive to see the next morning.
It took us just over an hour to catch the girls up. Barry slowed down and held right back once we saw Helen Carpenter's BMW in the distance. A couple of times we slowed right down until they were out of sight.
"You know maybe this wasn't such a good idea," Barry suddenly said. "Marie-Lise is going to kill me when she finds out we've followed them."
"You could be right but what's done is done. Anyway they're turning off so we must be there." I replied, seeing Helen's indicator coming on.
"We are, that's why I'm getting worried. Look, if I remember correctly, there's a pub about a mile further on. I think we should go there and wait a while, then I'll call Marie-Lise on her mobile and ask her what's going on."
"You're driving, Barry, but I think it's a good idea to wait a little while and give the girls time to break the ice. Head for the pub."
-----------------------
"Take it easy, Pete. That's your third bloody pint," Barry said as he returned to the bar after calling Marie-Lise. He couldn't get a signal on his mobile inside the old pub's stone building.
"What did she say?" I demanded, taking no notice of Barry's comment about the beer.
"Well, I'm in deep shit with Marie and they are on there way here."
"But what did they say about Anna?"
"Nothing. Marie just tore me a new arsehole and told me to wait for them here. She said they would be here in a few minutes," Barry replied.
"But surely they said something. Did they find Anna at the Country Club?"
"I'm sorry, Pete. Marie wouldn't tell me anything. She just said we were to wait here until they got here. Oh and we'd better go into the other bar, Marie made a point of asking me to find somewhere quiet."
Barry and I moved into the deserted lounge bar. I can't say I was particularly happy with the move because I couldn't see the car park from there. I'd almost finished my third pint when Helen and Marie-Lise walked into the bar.
"I thought you were supposed to stay back at the house?" Helen commented.
"Yeah, well, I got impatient so there was a change of plan. Did you find her? Is she at the Country Club?"
Helen shook her head. "Not anymore. She's in the garden through that door over there waiting to talk to you."
I left the rest of my pint on the bar and headed for the French doors that led into the pub garden. I saw Crystal and Anna sitting on a bench at the end of the garden. As I got close both of them stood up, Anna just stood there with a worried look on her face, whilst Crystal walked towards me.
"Just remember that she loves you!" Crystal said as she gave me a quick kiss on the cheek in passing, then she made her way into the bar.
I walked up to Anna and stopped a couple of feet from her. I wanted to take her in my arms and hold her but for some reason I didn't.
She raised her eyes to look into mine. "I'm sorry!" Anna said.
"I'm not. I've found you again and that's all that matters. Now tell me does my wife still love me and is she coming home with me?"
"You really don't care what I am!"
"Anna, if I cared about what you once were, do you really think I'd be here? Yesterday's gone Anna, and tomorrow is another day."
We kind-of fell into each other's arms and then….
Life goes on.
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Quite a few people have had it happen to them at one time or another in their lives. They made a small change of their plans and that has led in a very few days to their lives being turned completely upside down. Of course, we don't realise what the consequences are going to be when these kind of decisions are made. It is only later that we come to understand the significance of our decisions.
In my particular case, it was the decision to look up an old school friend. I was about to go on one of my very rare trips up country for my employers to Darlington, of all places.
I just happened to mention the fact in the pub one night that I was doomed to spend the following week in the exciting fleshpots of Darlington.
Hey, Darlington is probably a really nice town, if you know it. But, when you're dropped into these places unexpectedly it can take a week or so to find out where the decent nightlife is, by which time I'd be long gone.
Anyway Tony, one of my long time friends from way back when we'd been at school together, told me that another of our old school crowd, George Diamond, was living in Darlington and suggested that I look up him and Rosy, his wife.
Ah, now, Rosy, that was one name that brought back some really happy memories for me. Rosy Thompson as she was back then; I definitely remembered her from school. The girl who was most likely to, or more like the girl who quite definitely would. Christ, I think she took most of the guys' cherries, but unfortunately not mine. I'd been a very early starter in that game. Anyway, I'd had more than a few enjoyable afternoons in Rosy's company when we'd bunked off school together.
Poor old George had drawn the short straw on that one though. He'd put Rosy in the club. Well, let's be honest here: George was the poor bugger who had taken the fall for it anyway. He had finished up doing the manly thing and marrying our Rosy. Yep, that's what men did in those days; you stood by your responsibilities. Still from what I'd heard, they were very happy together and Rosy's wandering ways were all in the far distant past.
Tony, who had apparently kept in touch with George and Rosy, said that they had had at least half a dozen children. Not surprising to me, knowing Rosy's love of procreation like I did. Well, I don't think she was ever that keen on the idea of actually having kids. But she sure did like the preliminaries.
Apparently, they had moved up to Darlington shortly after they got married, when George had been offered a good job up there. That is probably why I didn't remember seeing them for years.
"What harm could it do to meet up with a couple of old school friends," I thought. No, I wasn't thinking I might get lucky with Rosy again; I was a happily married man. So a week or so before I left for my trip, I gave them a call to let them know I was coming. It was then that I made what was to prove to be an eye opening but ultimately disastrous decision; George and Rosy insisted that I stay with them whilst I was in town and I acquiesced.
On my arrival at their house, I realised that I had made a mistake. Both the once gorgeous Rosy, and George had turned into a couple of real barrels, about as wide as they were tall. Yeah, they were pleasant enough, but they were so damned boring. Christ, their life seemed to revolve around their kids, the church and bloody bingo.
Mind, Rosy was one great cook. I was damned glad I was only staying for five days; as it was, I must have put on quite a few pounds that week.
Anyway, we spent a few evenings talking about old times. I was surprised at the long list of guys that Rosy asked me if I knew what had happened to. I know that if I had been George, I would have gotten at least a little annoyed. Because I knew that most of the list were guys who had sampled Rosy's charms at one time or another. But George didn't appear to bat an eyelid.
It was on the Thursday evening that my life started to turn to shit. When Rosy wasn't asking me about what I knew about this guy or that, the pair of them had spent most of the time telling me about their kids, of whom they were very proud. It was on that Thursday evening just about the worst fate that can befall a houseguest befell me. About eight o'clock just after Rosy put the twins to bed, George got out the bloody projector and spent the whole evening showing me his old home movies of their kids.
I think I was in that daze we all fall into after watching someone else's home-movies for several hours. I was acting my heart out trying to at least look and sound vaguely interested, whilst George and Rosy told tales of holidays long past. Mind you, in some of the older films when Rosy still had her figure, shit, she looked good in those tiny bikinis she wore back then. I quietly attacked the bottle of Rum I had purchased that day to dull the senses.
But then it happened. A scene came on the screen that made me sit up and take notice. George and Rosy both noticed my sudden interest, as I nearly jumped out of my seat.
"What's up, Pete," Rosy asked, "Have you seen someone you recognise?"
I bleeding-well sure had. "George, can you run the film back a bit?" I asked in a panic-struck voice.
George stopped the film and then ran it back until I asked him to stop. "Exactly when did you say this film was taken?" I enquired.
"Ten years ago in Bournemouth," George replied, "Why, do you recognise someone?"
"Yeah, that couple in the back ground; the woman with the blond hair looks pretty familiar?" One hell of an understatement; that woman was Leanne, my bloody wife. But I wasn't about to tell George and Rosy that.
"Oh, those two," Rosy commented, "they were a really nice couple. Americans, weren't they, George? Well, at least I think he was; she didn't say very much to anyone, did she, George? They were a real love struck pair hanging all over each other all the time. Hey, George aren't there some more shots of them at the party night? Now that did get interesting."
As usual Rosy didn't give George a chance to get a word in edgeways. I had gathered that that was how conversations with these two normally went. George ran the film on for a few minutes; the picture changed from the hotel's swimming pool area to what was obviously the ballroom. The same couple appeared in the background again; only this time they were dancing. But slowly the film began to concentrate more on them as they got a little - well, putting it politely - amorous on the dance floor. I was by then having a little trouble breathing.
"It ain't every day you see folks behaving like that in a Bournemouth hotel," George laughingly commented, "I just had to get it on film."
"He's a real pervert sometimes," Rosy cut in. "You wait until we get to the videos George took out in Spain. You've never seen so many tiny bikinis in your life. I think George paid the kids to stand near the girls wearing the smallest ones, just so that he would have an excuse to film them."
I'm afraid I wasn't really listening to Rosy, as I watched my wife doing just about everything except fuck the guy on the dance floor and his hands were everywhere they shouldn't be in a public place.
I thought back. George had said that this particular film had been taken about ten years before. It was ten years ago that my company had sent me out to India where they were setting up a new manufacturing plant.
I had been away for nearly seven weeks that summer and during that time Leanne's parents had taken the children away with them on holiday for a fortnight. I remembered that there were a few days when the home phone was apparently out of order. Leanne was forced to call me out in Mumbai from a public phone, because I couldn't get through to her at the house.
"Pete? Pete, are you alright?" Rosy said, "You've gone a funny colour."
"That woman - can you remember her name?" I asked.
"No, sorry I can't. Can you remember, George? You spoke to them a few times."
"I think his name was Clayton or something like that. No, hang on it was Clinton; you know, like Clint Eastwood. But I don't recall what her name was. Funny that, what with them being just married and everything. I don't recall him ever mentioning her name. I never spoke to them when she was around; they were too busy if you get the idea. You know what it's like, they were obviously just married and on their honeymoon.
"One sexy little bitch, isn't she? I bet she nearly killed him in bed at night; she really did get turned on. To be honest, it was getting a bit embarrassing until the hotel manager asked them to cool it down a little."
It was no good. I had to tell them. "Sexy she sure is. But there's the problem. She's my bloody wife!"
"Oh, shit!" George said.
"Oh, bugger! It can't be," Rosy exclaimed.
George and Rosy used different expletives.
Neither George nor Rosy had ever met Leanne, I had lost track of them once they had got married and that had been well before I met up with Leanne.
"Sorry, George, but I'm going to have to ask you for a copy of that film."
They had both realised the implication and I think they were a little lost as to what to say to me.
"Oh, damn, I am sorry, Pete. Of course, I'll run you off a copy on a CD. I had them transferred to the computer last year. Personally we think the atmosphere is better when you see them on the big screen, but I suspect before long everything will be on CD's or these new DVD things they are bringing out."
Well, that was all there was to it. George ran me off a copy. I didn't sleep well that night and I left for home as soon as I finished work on the Friday evening. I had planned to travel home on the Saturday but I wasn't in any mood to sleep that night.
===================
I arrived home at some unearthly hour on the Saturday morning, after a long slow drive back down to the West Country. My nerves were completely shot; I had no intention of killing myself on the way and I crashed out on the sofa.
Some hours later I was awakened by the sound of Leanne's voice.
"Crikey, Pete! You scared the life out of me. I didn't expect to find you lying there. When did you get home? Why didn't you call last night and what are you doing sleeping on the sofa?" Leanne demanded when she discovered me lying there in the morning.
"It must have been about half past two," I replied, ignoring her other questions.
"Why didn't you come up to bed? I've missed having you to cuddle up too."
I couldn't see much point in beating around the bush, as inside I was hopping mad and only just managing to keep my temper under control. So I dived straight in.
"Is that a fact? Are you sure you haven't got anyone else you'd rather cuddle up to?" That took Leanne completely by surprise, but I figured that I had some more surprises in store for her.
"What the hell is that supposed to mean?" she demanded.
"Just what I said. Haven't you got some stud or the other that you'd rather be with?"
"Are you feeling alright? You're not making any sense."
I could see that Leanne was beginning to get more than a little annoyed with me; but she could never be as angry, as I was with her. I slowly got off of the sofa and walked over to our home computer that I had turned on when I'd arrived. At a touch on the mouse the monitor flashed back into life.
"Leanne, remember when my firm sent me to India all those years ago, to help set up that new factory out there?
"Yes, you were gone over six weeks; they promised that would be the last time they would send you abroad."
"And whilst I was gone your parents took the children away on a holiday for a couple of weeks, didn't they?"
"Yes, but why bring that up now?"
"What did you do whilst they were away, Leanne?"
I've got to admit she was good; there wasn't any sign that I could discern that she had anything to hide.
"Nothing much really, except I redecorated James's bedroom."
"You didn't go off yourself for a couple of days?"
"Of course not! Why do you ask? What's this third degree all about?"
I clicked the start button on media player. Leanne looked at the computer screen with a blank expression on her face.
"Tell me, Leanne, who's that guy you're sitting with by that swimming pool?"
What I can only call a look of surprised curiosity came on Leanne's face; that then changed to what I took to be a look of bewilderment as she realised what she was watching.
"What the hell is that? Where did you get it? That isn't me!"
After that we watched in silence until the film switched to the ballroom. It could be that the first little seeds of doubt were planted in my mind at this time. Her reaction was perfect for someone who hadn't the foggiest idea what was going on. But I had to take into account that Leanne has always been a very good actress. Hey, she was a member of the local dramatic society after all. So I took her reaction with a pinch of salt.
"Well, that sure looks like you to me!"
Leanne's face turned bright red as she watched the behaviour of the two of them on the dance floor.
"God, Peter, I could never behave like that in public."
"Well, if it isn't you, who the hell is it?"
Leanne was staring closely at the screen now.
"I haven't got the faintest idea. But it certainly isn't me! She does look like me, I'll give you that, but I can promise you it definitely isn't me!"
"So you've got a twin out there that you didn't know about?"
"It appears I must have, Peter. But I swear to you, that isn't me."
Well, the "it must be" and "it definitely isn't" argument went on for the next half-hour or so, until our son James surfaced for the day. Then Leanne and I held our peace for the rest of the morning, until he went out to meet his girlfriend.
"Peter, you've got to believe me that isn't me on that film," Leanne said the moment the door closed. "I've been thinking. Jean next door will tell you that I wasn't away from the house for more than a couple of hours at a time, all of the time you were in India. You know that I would have had to ask her to come in and feed the cats if I'd gone away for even one night."
Having said that, Leanne turned and went out of the back door. I sat in the kitchen trying to work out whether I was wrong in my first assumption, that it had been Leanne in Bournemouth with that guy.
Leanne returned about ten minutes later with Jean in tow.
"Tell him, Jean. Tell Pete that I was home all the time he was away in India."
"That's right, Peter. I saw Leanne everyday whilst you were out in India. It was a long time ago, but if you remember Leanne and I used to have coffee together every morning back then. We did every morning until Leanne started back to work again," Jean added.
Well, really, that was the end of the discussion on the subject. I had Leanne swearing that the woman on the film wasn't her and Jean assuring me that Leanne hadn't been away from the house for more than a couple of hours at a time.
I'm not sure now how much I really swallowed the story, but I had no reason that I could think of to suspect Jean would lie to me. Although I think I would have been more convinced if it hadn't taken Leanne ten minutes to come back with Jean. Ten minutes is plenty of time for them to get the story worked out.
That night, against my better judgement and with a lot of willpower on my part, Leanne and I made love. But as I lay awake in bed afterwards - I found my mind wouldn't let me sleep - things kept going around in my head. Jean was Leanne's best friend. Could I really trust her to tell me the truth?
In the following weeks I'm not sure what happened really. My trust in Leanne had evaporated and I found myself spying on my wife. Searching her cupboards when she wasn't around. Hunting out her old diaries, looking for something, anything. But I found nothing. If she was home from work just a little late I was asking awkward questions.
The closeness that I had always felt for her in the past had suddenly gone, just evaporated. I loved her, but in my heart I felt I couldn't trust her. Things came to a head one-day when I was going through my computer CD's looking for some old files. I suddenly realised the CD that George had given me wasn't there anymore.
"Leanne, have you seen that CD that George made for me. The one with the woman I thought was you on it?"
"I put it through the shredder."
"What the hell made you do that?"
"Because it was disgusting. It upset me having it in the house."
Leanne's destroying of that CD got me thinking again. The woman certainly looked like Leanne. But there was a question I hadn't really asked myself: who was the man? To Leanne's horror I had shown the video to a couple of our friends and we'd had a good laugh over it. But they had all noted the remarkable resemblance the woman bore to Leanne.
I'm afraid my anger or distrust got the better of me.
"Why was that, Leanne," I asked. "Were you worried that if too many people saw that bit of film, in the end somebody was bound to recognise the guy or have seen him around somewhere local?"
I don't know why I said that, but it was to turn out to be the question that brought our marriage to an end. Leanne went ape-shit at me. The row between us that followed was loud enough for the neighbours to get worried enough to call the police. Later that evening after the police left, I packed up some of my things and moved out of the house.
The following Monday morning found the two of us in our solicitor's office. Leanne apologised for losing her temper and asked me to return home but I told her I couldn't see anyway that we could put things back together. I was convinced that it was her in George's movie.
The divorce went off surprisingly amicably really. I found myself a flat in town and would see James several times most weeks. My daughter, Ashley, was away at nursing college and the oldest one, Jeanette, was away at University so it made little difference to them. I went to all James' school events, probably more than I had done before the divorce.
To start with, Leanne and I were extremely civil and polite to each other when we met, even if our meetings were a little strained. Leanne kept sending me little notes through James, asking me to reconsider things. Ashley, when she was home, kept telling me that her mother cried a lot. That didn't do much for my well being as I was ... well, not exactly crying myself to sleep at night ... but not far off it. If I'm honest, quite a lot of the time I felt like a real heel.
I know I was drinking far too much, and that resulted in my boss having a long hard talk with me about it. So I was forced to take stock and pull myself together a bit. I thought about taking the pledge. I didn't swear off drink completely, but I cut down a hell of a lot on my consumption.
Then one evening when I picked James up from his after school football practice, he told me that his mother had been out on a date with some guy the night before. The little notes had stopped a few weeks previous, so I figured that Leanne had resorted to trying to make me jealous. Why else would she tell James she was out with another guy?
I'm afraid it worked; I did get jealous and that I couldn't stomach. So I think more as a kind of retaliation than anything else, I tried the dating game myself. You know it was just a reprisal thing. I'll be honest with you; my heart wasn't really in it. I had to persist though, as I wasn't going to let Leanne get one up on me, again!



As time went on Leanne and I were getting less tolerant of each other. And that led to all out guerrilla war breaking out between us. Unfortunately the kids were playing piggy in the middle in that little game. I was making sure they knew about the girls I was taking out (including quite a few fictitious ones, I'll add) and Leanne made sure they told me about every time she went out with a guy.
What was even more frustrating for me was the fact that Leanne was being quite devious about things. Apparently, she never let her men friends come to the house to collect her. I figured that was because James might recognise some of them, if they were any of my friends. Which I suspected some of them were.
Of course I asked all the single guys I knew, but they all denied taking Leanne out. Oh, yeah, and I believed them? I'd seen the way they had looked at Leanne over the years. Anyway in the process, I think I lost quite a few of them as friends.
My problem was that I couldn't live with Leanne, because I felt I couldn't trust her. But I still loved her, and now found I was having extreme difficulty living without her.
It was a year after the divorce and I was in such a state that I had already been passed over for one promotion at work that should have been mine. In fact I think I was really on my way out of my job completely; I know that the quality of my work had fallen off a lot.
My boss called me into her office one day and asked me if I would do a six-month stint at our Birmingham office. Apparently, one of the managers up there was going on maternity leave and they wanted me to run her department whilst she was away.
Now this wasn't really an offer, it was as near to an order as you can get. It was made clear to me that if I didn't take the placement, I would probably find I was out of a job before too long.
If I took the placement, I think my boss thought I would have to either get my act together or get myself fired by the Birmingham office. Whichever happened, it took the problem of me off of her hands. I can't blame her; she had been very tolerant of my shortcomings for some time.
The children weren't happy when I told them I would be living away for at least six months. Surprisingly Leanne called me up and asked what was going on. I told her I would be back every couple of weeks to see the children and she seemed satisfied with that.
Birmingham wasn't as bad as I thought it would be. I lived in a nice hotel just a few hundred yards from the office. The staff was good and accepted me as the boss without any problems.
I got on very well with a few of them. Mainly my number two, Mattie. Matilda was supposed to be almost at retiring age; to be honest, I suspected she was older than that. A widow, she apparently lived for her work. She was actually the obvious candidate for doing the job I'd been called up there to do. But she told me she had turned it down as she felt she was too old to take on the responsibility. And then there was Mattie's sidekick Ashakiran, or Asha as everyone usually called her. Asha was about my age, maybe five or so years younger and obviously of Eurasian parentage.
I found that I enjoyed Asha's company a lot; she was the complete opposite of Leanne in looks. They were of similar build, but whereas Leanne was blond and very fair skinned, Asha had black hair and quite a dark complexion. At first she came over as a very shy person, until she got to know you that is, then she appeared extremely forward and was always joking around.
Over time, I gathered she had had quite a difficult life, not quite knowing whether she was British or Indian. Apparently, her mother had died when she was quite young and she had been brought up by her father's sisters who were very Indian in their outlook.
Asha had gone to English schools and appeared to have a very British outlook on how a young woman should behave. I was to learn that she had been married a couple of times. Firstly, when she was quite young, only a teenager really and at her father's insistence; I also gathered it was against her own better judgement. A marriage arranged by her father's family that had turned out to be a complete disaster and ended very quickly when her husband tried - I'll emphasize "tried" -- to beat her for some reason or the other. As I understand it, Asha put him in hospital and promptly divorced him.
After her divorce, Asha found herself estranged from her family; apparently it wasn't done for her to divorce a man the family had chosen for her. Then she somehow had gotten herself mixed up with some other guy, a complete loser; I have no idea what race the guy was, but apparently he was a very unsuccessful gambler who rapidly turned into an alcoholic and within three years of them getting married he had very quickly drunk himself to death.
This led to Asha - once she had got to know me better - watching my alcohol consumption very carefully and being quite vocal about it on occasions. I told you that she spoke her mind and she was not afraid to tick me off, if she thought I was overdoing things.
Somewhere along the line after her second husband's death, Asha met up with Mattie's son who'd been in the army at the time. They must have been very into each other, but before they'd got around to tying the knot, he had been killed in Northern Ireland; neither Mattie, nor Asha went into details about his death. But as a result, Asha was apparently living or rather lodging with Mattie.
Not seeing the children as much, had the surprising result of me not thinking about Leanne as much either; not that much of a surprise to me, because when I did see the kids, their mother always seemed to be the main topic of conversation. Apparently, she wasn't dating anymore, or so I was told. "Most likely run out of mugs!" I thought.
I think it was in the fifth month of my deployment in Brum, that one morning I was called up to see the big cheese at the office. He informed me that the manager I was standing in for had been in touch and told him that she was not intending to return to work after her child was born. He didn't enlarge on the reasons why; he had other fish to fry. Then he went on to ask me whether I would take the position on permanently. "For the time being, at least," was the way he put it. I thought that was an odd way for him to phrase it.
I was forced to tell him I was not sure whether I could at that moment, because I still had problems in my private life. The move north had given me a lot of time to think about everything. I was definitely lonely up there and I was beginning to doubt myself. I was thinking that I might have been a little hasty in my reactions to that damned film of George's. Leanne was still denying that it had been her at that Bournemouth hotel.
He looked at me for a while without speaking; I could see he was mulling something over in his mind.
"Okay, Peter, the bottom line. But please keep this to yourself for the time being. There's going to be some big changes around here in the next few months. We are relocating this office to Telford; there's not enough room to expand here, as the company would like. The upper level of management have been informed of the move already and a couple of them have made us aware of their intentions to retire early, rather than move or commute to the new office.
"I've got my eye on you to replace one of them. I can offer you the job after you've gone back down south, but I would prefer it if you were on my team here to help with the move. I need to know who I can rely on."
His statement took me by surprise, and I realised that the opportunity he was offering me wasn't to be sneezed at. But I also knew I'd been getting really melancholy about losing Leanne and the life we'd lived together. I needed time to think.
"Can you give me a week or so to think about this?" I asked.
"Sure, if you like, Peter, but I definitely need to know one way or the other before the end of the month."
"That shouldn't be a problem. I hope I'll have things well and truly ironed out by then."
I planned to talk to Leanne the next time I went down to see James and the girls. I figured that if she wanted to try again, I was willing to give it a go.
"Great, now the next problem," the boss man said, opening a folder on his desk, "I know this is going to sound funny, but who in your department do you feel is the best candidate to take over from you? The sooner I decide who's going to run what department after the move the better."
"Well, there's only one person really and that's Asha. Mattie has more experience and is the obvious choice, but you know she's thinking of retirement and doesn't want the responsibility. But I'm sure she'll stay long enough to help Asha out while she settles in if need be. The pair of them are very close."
"Done. I'll speak to both of them later today."
===================
The rest of the week was a very good one for our office, as we closed on a couple of good contracts. Friday evening Mattie, Asha and some of the other staff, along with their spouses, joined me for dinner at my hotel. After the meal we sat in the lounge and had a couple of drinks together.
They have a band there on Friday and Saturday evenings, so once the music started playing some of us started dancing. Asha and I had a couple of dances together.
It was around ten and I was just coming off the dance floor with Mattie when she announced that she was going home. To my utter surprise Asha told Mattie she would see her later, then grabbed my hand and dragged me back out onto the dance floor.
"And just what is this all about, young lady?" I asked, "You always go home with Mattie."
"Not tonight, I'm not. I thought, and Mattie agreed with me, that it might be good idea if you and I spent a little time alone together. You'll notice that all the others have left whilst you were dancing with Mattie. I think... We thought that we should get to know each other a little better if you're going to teach me how to do your job."
"Don't be silly, girl, you can do my job standing on your head."
"I know but they're aren't many guys who would recommend me for it. What with me being a woman and all."
Now I knew that wasn't exactly what Asha was really alluding to, as the previous incumbent of the position had also been female. We both knew that there still was an undercurrent of racial prejudice around the office, no matter how some folks tried to deny it. And folks of mixed race often have trouble being accepted within any racial group.
"Nonsense, Asha, you are ideal for that job."
"Thank you, Peter. Now can we cut to the chase? Let's go to your room."
"Wow, hang on a minute. I didn't recommend you for that job just so I could get into your knickers."
"Do I look dumb? If I thought you had any ulterior motives in the first place, I wouldn't let you get within a hundred yards of me.
"Anyway I'm pretty sure that that kind of guy would have propositioned me well before he recommended me for the job. You do realise there's more than one girl in the office who would have jumped into bed with you for that recommendation and some of them are married.
"No, that isn't the reason I'm suggesting we get together. When he told me about the job, the boss said there was a possibility that you might not be sticking around for very much longer. Now I know that you like me and I like you. I've been waiting for you to make a pass at me ever since you came up here. But you haven't, so I thought if I didn't get the ball rolling soon, I'd miss any chance I had."
"I'm flattered that you think that way, Asha, and I'll admit I find you very attractive. But I've got to tell you, I will most likely be trying for a reconciliation with my ex-wife when I go back down south next time."
"But I thought you divorced her because she cheated on you."
"I divorced her because I thought she had cheated on me, Asha. But as time goes on, I'm not so sure now. I only had a film that had been taken years ago showing a woman who looked very much like Leanne dancing with some guy in a hotel. I was damned sure it was Leanne at the time, but without any other evidence the more that time passes, the more I'm thinking that I was most likely mistaken. She has always denied that it was her!
"Well, you know what they say, absence makes the heart grow fonder. Asha, I think you are a wonderful person. I really think I could fall in love with you very easily. But at the moment I'm not really over Leanne. Can I ask, if things don't work out between us, may I give you a call?"
"I'll be waiting."
"Thanks. Now I think I'd better call you a cab before we get ourselves into something that we could both finish up regretting."
"You don't have to, you know. Phil, Mattie's son and I waited and what happened? Some bloody nutcase with a bomb blew him to smithereens. Can't we just spend one night together?"
"I won't say I'm not sorely tempted, Asha, because I am. But I really don't think that would be fair on you in the circumstances. Now come along; let's get reception to call you a cab."
I escorted Asha to her cab, but before she got in she threw her arms around my neck and kissed me. "Just to give you some idea of what you're passing up," she said, grinding her body against mine.
I carefully, but gently pushed her away and helped her get into the car.
"Asha, don't kid yourself. I know exactly what I'm passing up and I'll probably be kicking myself all night for doing so. But until I can make a commitment to you, I can't let myself take advantage of you," I said to her through the cab's open window.
As he pulled away the taxi driver gave me a look that told me he thought I'd lost my bloody mind; Asha is one sexy looking lady.
===================
It was the following Sunday evening; it had become my habit to have a drink in the hotel's bar after dinner. I didn't keep any alcohol in my room, as that I thought would be tempting fate when I was feeling melancholy. I still wasn't the happiest guy in the world and Asha's story about her second husband did play on my mind a bit.
I was on a stool at the end of the bar when I spotted him coming into the lounge. There was no doubt about it in my mind about who he was, the moment I saw him. He was the guy who had been in that film that George had taken.
Seemingly without a care in the world he casually looked around, as if familiarising himself with the layout of the almost empty lounge. Then he sauntered over and quite deliberately sat on the empty stool next to the one I was on.
For a couple of minutes I debated in my mind as to just what I was going to do next. Yeah, I did feel like punching the guy on the nose. Because seeing him in the flesh brought back the anger I'd felt when I first saw that film.
But what the hell would that achieve? Besides getting me nicked for assault, that is. I wouldn't even have the satisfaction of him knowing why I hit him until we got into court. So I just ignored him for the time being.
"Nice weather we're having at the moment," he commented to no one in particular. Well, it must have been meant for me, as there wasn't anyone else within earshot.
"Not bad for the time of year," I replied. "I don't like it too hot myself, anyway."
American, George had said. For some reason I thought it more likely he was Canadian. I'm not sure why, just a gut feeling and I guessed he must have lived in England for some time, as the weather is often the subject used to break the ice amongst strangers.
"You a commercial traveller?" he asked casually.
"No, I'm on secondment to one of my company's branch offices just down the road, Clinton."
"Hey, you have me at a disadvantage. Have we met before?"
"I don't think so. But I believe that is your name."
"Yeah, it sure is, but most folks call me Clint."
"Oh, is that what Leanne calls you?"
"Who, Leanne did you say? I'm sorry but I don't think I can place anyone called Leanne."
"Oh, she will be disappointed." I really didn't expect him to have any idea as to what I was talking about, as theoretically he wouldn't know me from Adam. Unless Leanne had showed him a picture of me that is, and that I somehow doubted.
"Where would I have met her?"
"In Bournemouth about eleven years ago."
"Yikes, that's going back a bit. But the only time I've ever been in Bournemouth was when I was on my honeymoon. I'm afraid I was concentrating on my new wife at the time and I don't think I noticed any other women on that trip. Perhaps Gina, my wife, will remember her. She should be down in a minute; we can ask her."
I don't know why, but I suddenly felt very unsure of myself. "You were in Bournemouth with your wife?"
"With my bride, we had planned on going to the Caribbean for our honeymoon, but there had been some trouble on the island we'd booked to go to. So at the last minute we settled for Bournemouth. It was quite pleasant but a bit on the straight-laced side for Gina and my liking. We only stayed a couple of nights and then moved on to Southampton. A little less pompous and a lot more night life."
He must have spotted her come into the lounge in the mirror behind the bar, because he swung around on his stool to face the entrance.
"Hi, babe! What took you so long? For a minute there, I thought you had dumped me."
I looked over my shoulder and then almost fell off my stool at the sight before me. Walking towards us was Leanne! But no, it wasn't Leanne if you understand me. At first glance it was Leanne but there were subtle differences that told me it wasn't Leanne.
"Holy mother of god, was this the woman who had been in George's film?" I can remember thinking, and then everything seemed to go black.
===================
"Hey, fellow, are you all right?" I could hear Clinton asking as I was coming back to my senses. I was lying on the floor with a cushion under my head. A very worried looking Clinton was leaning over me and I could see his wife Gina crouched down on the other side of me.
"Sorry but I just had a bit of a shock, when I saw your wife," I said to them.
"Hey, Clint keeps telling me that I'm drop dead gorgeous, but that's first time I've ever had that affect on a man," Gina cracked.
For a minute her accent had confused me, then I realised there was that high-pitched Australian twang to her voice.
Clinton helped me to get up and we moved into some of the lounge armchairs.
"Do you do that often? Are you ill or something?" Clinton asked
"No, quite honestly, it was seeing your wife. She is the spitting image of my ex-wife."
"Hold on just a minute there. She's not the Leanne you were talking about just now is she?"
"Unfortunately she is, yes!"
"Wow, I'm getting a very bad feeling about this. I thought you were being a little standoffish with me. Now I'm getting a very nasty feeling that there has been some terrible misunderstanding somewhere along the line. The fact that your wife is now your ex-wife couldn't having anything to do with you thinking I had met her in Bournemouth, by any chance?"
"I'm afraid you're correct on that one, as well."
"Holy Cow!"
"What's all this about?" Gina asked.
"Oh, Gina, this... I'm sorry I don't know your name?"
"Pete."
"Gina, this is Pete. I gather that you and his wife - sorry, Pete, his ex-wife - look very much alike. You remember when we stopped in Bournemouth for a couple of nights on our honeymoon? From what Pete says, I gather that somehow you were mistaken for his wife and that led to the end of his marriage. Have I understood you correctly there, Pete?"
"Yeah, that's about it."
"Oh, my god, you thought it was your wife and Clint together. Well, it wasn't your wife with Clint it was me. What the hell are you going to do now?"
"I haven't got the faintest idea. I've got to think this out before I do anything. I haven't had time to get my thoughts together yet. You realise, meeting you two has been a bit of a shock for me."



"I should imagine it is, but what rotten bugger told you about Bournemouth in the first place then?" Clint asked, "People should really make sure of their facts, before they go telling tales."
"Well, no one actually told me. I was visiting an old friend of mine and they were on holiday at the same hotel, when you were there. They were just showing me some of their old holiday films. In one of them you two featured quite prominently."
"Oh, my, I bet that must have been George and Rosemary!" Gina said, "You remember them, Clint, the nice couple with all those kids. God, six children; two was enough for me. George had that damn camera running nearly all the time; I don't know how Rosemary put up with it. He left her looking after the children most of the time."
"You remember meeting them then?" I asked.
"Oh, yes, Clint and I only stayed a couple of nights, but Rosemary and I had some good laughs together whilst we were there. She was telling me how to keep Clint under control; she was quite a girl. Anyway that isn't what's important. Your problem now is, what are you going to do about Leanne?"
"I'm not sure how I'm going to approach the subject with her."
"I can understand what you must be feeling like. Finding out that you've made a mistake can be very embarrassing. And to have gotten divorced over a mistaken identity; I'm not sure how you should deal with that. I'm sure Leanne must be very upset that you didn't trust her word."
I sat back in my seat and looked at these two new friends that I'd suddenly appeared to have made myself. They both seemed very genuine and very concerned about Leanne and my plight. For the next hour or so we talked about what I should do.
Then Gina who had been quiet for a while said, "Look, Pete, I've got an idea. I know this is none of my business really. But how about if I go down to Exeter before your next planned visit to see the children. You must have some idea of the places Leanne normally goes to during the week. Maybe I could run into her by accident, if you understand me. And then if we look as alike as you say we do, with any luck, she is going to put two and two together and realise who I am.
"I'll let her tell me all about it. Then, if she wants to, she can introduce me to you over the weekend. That will make her feel good about herself. Then she's either going to forgive you, or kill you.
"Oh, you'll have to eat humble pie for a while, I'm sure. But if we look as much alike as you say we do, I'll bet she'll understand," Gina suggested.
"Would you mind doing that? I mean Leanne and my problems have nothing to do with you. Why should you want to get yourself involved?" I asked.
"Well, in a strange way I feel obligated. After all Leanne was mistaken for me. And of course it isn't everyday you get a chance to meet your own doppelganger, now is it? Now when are you due to go and see the children again?"
So the arrangements were made. The plan was that the following Wednesday Gina - and I assumed Clinton - would go down to Exeter. Where Gina would - with any luck - run into Leanne at the local horse riding school. For as long as I could remember, Leanne has helped with the riding for the disabled association on Thursday mornings. I could see no reason for her to have stopped doing that.
Anyway if things worked out as Gina planned, she thought it most likely that Leanne would ask me to meet her on the Saturday evening and where she suggested that we could - with any luck - sort our problems out.
Later that night I ran over in my mind the events of that day and I wondered just what was going to happen the following weekend.
End of part one
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How had I got myself into this situation, I was asking myself. Why me? What had I done to deserve this? Well, the answer was -- if I was being truthful with myself, that is -- that it wasn't what I had done; it was more a question of what I hadn't done. Sound confusing to you? Yeah, me, too, but now it was time for me to do something drastic, and bloody quickly as well, before things reached the point of no return.
Let's go back a little and I'll try to explain what happened. What it had started with was a quick roll in the hay after both Veronica and I had drunk too much at a party one night. We were both eighteen at the time and at the beginning of the party we had both been virgins. The following morning neither of us were virgins anymore and Ronnie had an uninvited guest in her womb.
Of course we didn't know that when we woke up in the same bed the next day. Ronnie and I -- when sober at least -- had never considered each other either attractive or had thoughts of dating each other. So a few choice words were exchanged between us and I made a hasty strategic withdrawal.
Hey, don't get the idea that neither of us was attractive from what I've just said. But beauty, as they say, is in the eye of the beholder, and Veronica and I had never cast our eyes in each other's direction. You know, it's just how things go; Ronnie was just one of the girls who lived in our town and there were plenty of others who I had my eyes on.
There was a reason for that though. Veronica and her friends were in a little clique who appeared to think that they were god's gift to the world. They walked around totally convinced that their shit didn't stink, and that every other youngster in town held what they said and did in awe.
Me? Well, my friends and I had figured that chasing after the unobtainable was a complete waste of time long before, so Ronnie and her little crowd had never been added into the equation.
Well, after that inexplicable night, it didn't take long for Ronnie to lose that quite shapely figure of hers. Funny how I only really noticed that figure of Veronica's after that unsightly bump appeared in her tummy.
It wasn't very long before pointed questions were being asked. Unfortunately the finger of suspicion was soon pointing in my direction. Well, apparently Veronica - when she told her parents she was in the family way -- had informed them that I was the only possible candidate for the newly available position of expectant father.
I'd have loved to have been a fly on the wall during that little exposé; I doubt that Veronica's parents ever figured me as a likely - or welcome - candidate for a son-in-law.
I'm going to tell you now that the first that I actually knew of Ronnie's pregnancy was when I came home from work one evening to find my parents entertaining (if that's the right word) Veronica and her parents in our lounge. Then things really got entertaining (look, I can't help it if I've got a sick sense of humour) with Veronica's father threatening to ensure that if I didn't do right by his daughter, I'd be singing soprano, permanently.
Now my mother was devastated by the news; but my father was of the old school and took it all in his stride. "You reap what you sow!" he used to say, and "You stand by your obligations like a man." The net result was your typical shotgun wedding, with me kind of roped in as an afterthought.
Everything was sorted without any input from me at all: the wedding, the furnished rented cottage that we were going to live in. And the rules of engagement that we were going to live by after the wedding, as spelled out by Veronica. And possibly her mother, the Dragon!
My sole contribution was to stand at the altar and say, "I do" when directed to do so. And then work my fucking fingers to the bone to keep "Veronica" in the style that she was accustomed.
I say my fucking fingers, because that was the only fucking that I got anywhere near doing for a bleeding long time. God, there were only single beds in that bloody cottage.
Whilst she was pregnant, Ronnie was - to put it mildly - one lazy cow. If I wanted to eat when I got home from work, then I cooked for myself. Ronnie would have been around her mother's house most of the day and she normally ate there. I assumed; you know, I never asked.
I appeared to be responsible for keeping the house clean and tidy as well; Ronnie was always complaining that she was too ill or too tired.
Yeah, as you can guess, I didn't figure that the marriage was going to last that long and I doubted that Ronnie did either. I thought that once the child had been born "in wedlock" then divorce wouldn't be long in coming onto the agenda. The sprog wouldn't be a bastard and I believed that's all that everyone was worrying about at the time.
But then just as Veronica was nearing full term, things took an unexpected turn, and it snowed. Yeah, eight bleeding inches of the stuff falling during the night was to change just about everything.
Ronnie's waters broke about five that morning, almost two weeks early; she yelled for me to call the ambulance and to be bloody quick about it.
I picked up the telephone only to find that it was completely dead. The snow had brought the line down somewhere. The next nearest telephone was on the end of the road about half a mile away, so after climbing out of the window - there was a snowdrift up against the front door - I battled my way through the last of the blizzard to the phone box; only to find that telephone out of order as well.
Now that left me with two options. Another almost mile walk through the snow to a neighbour's house, where I suspected their phone would be out as well. Or return to a very frightened Veronica and get out the "Home doctor" book that I'd remembered seeing on the bookshelf somewhere.
I chose the latter option and, with the book in one hand, I became a very nervous apprentice midwife with the other. I might not have felt confident about what I was doing, but I knew I had to act as if I was, for Ronnie and the baby's sake.
Look, guys, I'm sure that most of you have no idea what a breach baby is or how to deal with it. Well, neither did I until I read that bloody book that had the date 1905 printed inside the front cover. All right maybe I'm exaggerating a little bit there, but from what I could make of it the baby's head wasn't engaged and the little bugger didn't appear to me to be lined up properly according to the book. Was I glad that the guy who wrote the damned thing knew his stuff, and went into the fine details.
Anyway after a bit of delicate pushing and shoving and a certain amount of cursing and swearing that I doubted Veronica's mother would have thought that her darling daughter would even know, let alone use, I suddenly found myself covered in stuff that I won't bother to describe here (some readers might have weak stomachs) and holding a darling little baby girl in my arms.
Luckily the umbilical cord was just about long enough for me to place Megan in Ronnie's arms so that I could turn the page of the book, to see what I was supposed to do next. Great, those old medical books; they assume that you are going to have little at hand to complete the operation. Modern books tend to say, "Call in the experts NOW!"
Ah, yeah, Megan! You noticed the name, did you? I thought you would. Not my choice I can assure you. I'd always been fascinated with the name "Otterley" and had wanted my first female child to bear that name. The Dragon, Veronica's mother, was called Megan though, so I'd been outvoted on that before we even knew the sex of the child.
I'd just completed washing the baby and placed her back in her mother's arms when the two policemen climbed through the open front widow and came upstairs to see what the problem was. I'd paced out the word "HELP" in the snow in big letters, before I'd gone back into the cottage to assist Ronnie give birth, and an army helicopter-patrolling overhead had eventually spotted it.
Before I knew what was happening a doctor had arrived in a second helicopter and they made arrangements for Ronnie and Megan to be flown to hospital. I was staying behind because there was no room in the machine for me.
I'd passed Megan to one of the helicopter's crew and they were just about to load Ronnie's stretcher on board as well, when she asked them to stop. Ronnie gestured for me to come close; I actually thought she wanted to whisper something to me. As I bent down to hear what she was going to say, her arms snaked around me; then she pulled me down on top of her and clamped her lips on mine.
The next thing I knew her tongue is halfway down my throat and I was about to pass out from lack of oxygen. God, Ronnie took me by surprise and what air that she hadn't managed to squeeze out of my lungs, she sucked out of them.
You might not think that was an unusual thing for a loving wife to do. I don't think any of the guys who witnessed it thought it strange either. But I bleeding-well did. That was the first kiss I'd got out of Ronnie since she'd given a peck on the lips on our wedding day.
"Thank you," and "I love you," she said as I staggered back from the stretcher. Within a matter of seconds the helicopter door slid closed and the machine was in the air.
I went back into the house to repair the damage to Ronnie's bedroom. Yeah, you got it; I did say Veronica's bedroom.
As usual around our way the snow didn't last very long. The following day, a lot of the snow had melted and I had managed to dig the car out. Getting to work for me was still out of the question though, but I thought I could make it to the hospital to visit my new baby girl. Oh, yeah, and Veronica, my wife; mind you, at that time the baby held more of a fascination for me than Ronnie ever did. The little show of affection she'd put on by the helicopter for the police and army guys, didn't fool me.
When I entered the room the four proud grandparents were already there, fussing over the baby. It was obvious to me that I wasn't going to get a look in edgeways, although I was challenged as to why I hadn't shown my face the previous evening. Oh, and of course, I should have waited until the experts had arrived, and it was my fault that Veronica had ripped her birth canal during the birth, that had required several stitches. The Dragon never missed a chance to attack.
Look, by then all this crap from her was going over my head. I just ignored it, most of the time.
As I got closer to the bed, Ronnie held her hand out towards me. I don't know why I took hold of it; that's the sort of thing people who are in love do, and Ronnie and I weren't in that category.
Ronnie's hand clamped onto mine and she pulled me towards her so forcefully that I almost fell onto the bed with her. Then her other hand was behind my head and she pulled our mouths together, trying to suffocate me again.
I remember the thought, "I could get used to this!" passing through my mind, as Ronnie decided to let me breath again.
"Isn't she beautiful? She has your nose!" Ronnie said, as I staggered to my feet, gasping for air.
"I wouldn't know, Ronnie. I was a little busy yesterday running around like a blue arsed fly; everything is a bit on the hazy side," I replied.
"Mother! Give Otterley to her father please and, dad, get your camera out again. I want some pictures of John holding her and of us together," Veronica ordered.
But my mind didn't really hear the instructions that Ronnie had given her father. Going around in my mind was the question, "Did Veronica just call the baby Otterley?"
The Dragon stuffed the baby into my arms. Yeah, I said stuffed! I don't think I could call it anything else; it was lucky that I never dropped the little tyke. But then again that could have been the bitch's intention, for all I know.
I'm afraid that I really wasn't concentrating on what was going on for a little while, because I found myself inspecting the nametape wrapped around the Baby's little arm.
"Otterley Christine Veronica Hope" had been squeezed on there in very tiny writing, for all the world to see. Otterley, the name I'd always wanted for my daughter, but that Ronnie had said "Over my dead body" to; Christine, my mother's name and by chance Ronnie's grandmothers name (I found out later that it was the Dragon's middle name as well); and of course Veronica after her mother.
I looked over at Veronica and saw that she was sitting there smiling at me. She gestured towards her father who by then was snapping away like David Bailey.
"Sit on the bed with Veronica, John," the old fart ordered, so I did as requested. We were then posed like loving parents normally are in those kinds of shots.
Oh, I didn't say that Veronica's father was a professional photographer, did I? He was nothing special or anything, just portraits, weddings and the like. But he knows what he's doing and how to take a bleeding good picture, so you tend to do as you're told once he gets started.
The little photo-shoot over, Veronica ordered the grandparents out of the room. Yeah, I did say ordered; I should have realised then just how much like her mother Veronica was going to turn out to be.
"I want to speak to my husband in private for a little while," she said. With definite emphasis placed on the words "My Husband."
I'd gotten off the bed again by this time and was sitting in a chair in the room with my daughter in my arms.
"John, would you put Otterley in the cot and come and sit here please!" Ronnie asked in her most charming voice, once we were alone.
Well, it wasn't often that Ronnie was that polite with me so I did as she requested. As I sat on the edge of the bed Ronnie reached out and pulled me closer, then laid her head against my chest. Then to my utter amazement she started crying.
Now look, actually I was quite ready for this. Besides that home doctor book we had at home, I'd done a lot of reading about women having babies and the aftermath. I knew all about how some of them get Postnatal or was it Prenatal Depression; I was buggered if I could remember at the time. Anyway I'd read a lot about what can happen around the time of a birth and I was quite prepared for unexplained tears and or tantrums.
Suddenly I realised that Ronnie was talking, although very softly.
"I'm sorry I was such a pig to you. It wasn't your fault. I could have said no any time I wanted to. But to be honest, I didn't want to say no."
"Ronnie, what are you talking about?" I asked.
She suddenly sat up and looked straight into my eyes
"Otterley," she replied. "I've been blaming you for making me pregnant. But that was silly; I wanted to do it that night just as much as you did. My problem was I couldn't understand why. But the other day after my waters broke, I sudden realised why. John, none of the other boys that I've known could have done what you did yesterday. You were so calm, so in control and knew exactly what to do."
"I was terrified that Otterley and I were going to die and you... well, you were just John, doing what had to be done and making me feel safe," she said.
"I might have looked all nice and calm, Veronica, but I was bloody shitting myself most of the time," I explained.
She smiled at me again then kissed me on the lips again. Gently this time though.
"I love you, John!" she said as she broke the kiss. "And I'm going to fuck your brains out when I've healed up, down there. I'm sorry but the doctor said it would be a few weeks before we can do it again."
"Veronica, look, please don't talk like that. I know that when you've just given birth your hormones and things are all out of kilter. You are going to be all-emotional for some time until things settle down again. Let's see how you feel in a few weeks, shall we?"
"No. John, I'm completely in control of my emotions and I know exactly what I'm doing. I'm going to be the best wife I can be to you from now on," she blurted out.
Yeah and I believed that? But from my reading, I'd figured that I wouldn't get much sense out of Veronica for sometime to come. Or until her system got back to where it should be. I thought it best to change the subject, before Veronica made any more promises that she wouldn't be keeping.
Think about it? "Love, honour and obey." Yeah, I'd seen sweet FA of any of them in the proceeding months.
"You changed the baby's name to Otterley?" I asked, seeking to change the topic of conversation.
"Yes, of course, that's the name you wanted to call her, wasn't it?
"Yeah, but you said you hated it."
"I was being a bitch, John, and I'm sorry. I always liked the name from the moment you first suggested it. But I was still blaming you for everything that had happened."
Before Veronica could say anymore a doctor and two nurses entered the room. I think I'd previously heard one of the nurses sending the grandparents off to the waiting room, but I'm not sure.
"Ah, you must be the husband who had to deliver his own child," the doctor said as he came in the door. "From what your wife tells us you made a sterling job of it."
"Thanks, doc, but I only read it out of a book as I went along," I replied, feeling slightly embarrassed.
"Sounds to me like we could do with a couple of copies of that book in here. It didn't tell you how to put stitches in though?"
"Well, it did doc, but I wasn't that brave and chickened out."
"Never mind. You did a fine job under the circumstances. Anyway if you can excuse us for a little while, I need to check on my handy work," he said.
So I gave Ronnie a quick kiss and left the room, actually following one of the nurses who was taking Otterley to give her a bath and change. This I thought would be fun so I asked the nurse if I could help.
She grinned and said, "it is technically against the rules, but who gives a shit about rules; you're the guy who delivered his own breach."
Helping bathe and change Otterley had the other advantage of keeping me well away from the in-laws, something I preferred to do whenever possible. They were back in with Veronica when the nurse and I took Otterley back into the room.
My folks said good-bye and left almost immediately and Veronica's folks left shortly after. Ronnie fed Otterley and I sat and cuddled the baby until well after they had both fallen asleep.
Then after talking to the same nurse again, I put Otterley down for the night and went home.
That nurse was a nice girl; I'd made a mental note of her name. Yeah, I was quite convinced that Veronica's sudden affection for me was a hormone thing and not heart based. I figured I'd be back in the female market before very much longer.
Word had obviously got around about Otterley's birth, because when I stopped off on my way home at the local pub to get something to eat, everyone decided the baby's head needed a good and thorough wetting. I got completely rat-arsed and finished up sleeping at a friend's house that night, and for the next few nights as well; I couldn't see much point in driving out to that lonely cottage to be on my own.
It was nearly a week before they let Ronnie bring Otterley home. All the time she'd been in hospital she'd kept up the lovey-dovey front. So I'd played along with her, up to a point. To be honest I was expecting her to turn any day and I didn't want to be wrong footed by her.
That first night at home Ronnie insisted that I used the other bed in her room. Some crap about being afraid that she wouldn't wake up if Otterley cried, she claimed.



On her second day back home, Ronnie took me by surprise yet again. I entered the house to the smell of steak frying.
"I got you a nice steak from the butcher today, John. It is medium rare that you like it, isn't it? Ronnie said.
It went on like that for the next week or so. I got home from work every night and Ronnie was cooking a dinner for me of some kind. Well, if she wanted to cook, who was I to object?
At the end of the second week that Ronnie had been out of hospital, I came home from work and when I opened the garage door I found that I couldn't get my car inside. There were a couple of beds stacked up against the wall.
"What's that junk in the garage?" I asked Ronnie when I went inside the house.
"The old beds from our room. I've brought one of those king-size ones for us. They delivered it today."
Yeah, that's what she said, "Our room" and "king-size bed for us."
"Something definitely smells in the State of Denmark," I thought to myself. Well, can I help it if I'm a bloody pessimist? I really wasn't sure what game Ronnie was playing by then, but I figured the bitch was setting me up for a fall.
We ate dinner, then Veronica fed Otterley again and put her down for the night, or until she decided she wanted to chew on mummy's nipples again. Actually I was beginning to get quite jealous of little Otterley; those tits of Ronnie's had swollen some, what with all the milk they were producing and looked even more tasty that they had done the one and only time I'd managed to get my lips on them.
After Veronica had put Otterley down for the night, she didn't come back downstairs like she normally did. I was sitting there watching the news when I heard Ronnie call out to me. This wasn't an unusual thing, so without answering I looked for what she'd forgotten; you know, Otterley's changing bag and the like. Picking up a spare nappy or two I headed for the bedroom, where I found Ronnie lying on the new bed waiting for me.
No, for some reason I hadn't been up to the room to look at the massive bed Ronnie had purchased. I'd figured that she'd ordered a king-size one, so she had more room to stay away from me in it.
The sight before my eyes when I entered the room was interesting if not particularly sexy. Veronica was draped on the bed seductively -- I suppose - dressed in nothing but a pair of briefs and her nursing bra.
"Sorry about this damned bra but these things have got so heavy I have to keep them under control somehow. Anyway I thought you might like an early night," she said smiling at me.
I'm not sure what I said, something like, "Oh! Ah! Um!" I should imagine. I think I was in shock; Veronica was inviting me to get into the same bed as her.
"I'm sorry but the doctor said that we shouldn't do 'it' yet. But we could just cuddle up together," Ronnie said pensively and reached out her hand towards me much as she had done at the hospital two weeks before.
For a moment I didn't move, then I saw Ronnie's facial expression begin to change to one of sadness and a tear formed in the corner of her eye.
"You don't want me because I'm all fat and ugly." She began to wail and that kick-started my brain, back into action.
"It's nothing of the sort, Ronnie; you just took me by surprise, that's all. Come on, you have hardly wanted me in the same room as you since we... well, since we conceived Otterley," I said, climbing on the bed and taking her in my arms.
"I told you I was all mixed up, John. I didn't expect to fall pregnant the first time I ever had sex. All my friends were saying that they had sex all the time and none of them ever got pregnant. You know, I think I knew that Otterley was on the way when we woke up together in that bed."
She stopped speaking long enough to let out a couple of pitiful sobs. "I was angry with you because we hadn't taken any precautions. Don't ask me why; it was up to me as well as you."
"Christ. Ronnie, I thought that you were annoyed that it was me you'd gone to bed with. I've always believed that you were so drunk that you thought you were with Billy."
"What, Billy Troon? You must be joking. Any girl would have to be off her head to get into bed with that idiot."
"But he was your boyfriend at the time!" I reminded her.
"Like bloody hell, he was!" Ronnie almost screamed at me. I thought she might have woken Otterley.
Veronica suddenly jumped up and sat on her knees looking down at me, lying on the bed.
"John, Billy Troon is a stuck-up little prick. He thinks his parents' money will buy him anything he wants, and that includes most of the girls in town as well. Do you know he's got a little book that he keeps details of all his conquests in. The dumb shit showed it to me once. Did the idiot think that I wouldn't realise what a little sketch of a cherry beside any particular girl's name meant?"
"No, John; once Billy Troon goes to bed with a girl she's history and has a reputation to match. I just strung the bugger along for a while. You know it was handy having that car of his mum's to run the girls and I around. But rest assured Billy Troon was never going to be my first."
Ronnie sat there looking down at me; I believe she expected me to say something. I'm not sure but I think the best I could muster was another round of "Oh Um Ah's." Or something like it.
"Johnny, I sought you out at the party that night. I was drunk or I'd never have had the guts to do it. But it was you that I always wanted; when I saw you there that night, I had every intention of sleeping with you."
I think this time I managed to fit a few "But, buts" in, but I won't swear to it.
"I'm sorry, John, but to be honest the first two times weren't anything to write home about. Silly really; why I'd thought that you'd be an experienced lover I don't know. But I think I was a little disappointed with the result. But the third time we did it that night, was really something; I'm sure that was the time we made Otterley. But then you fell asleep and when we woke up I realised that we hadn't taken any precautions.
"Then you got up and left and you never called me again. I was pretty devastated about that, I'd been having all these dreams about Johnny Hope being my boyfriend and you never called once."
Now I got my tongue back.
"Veronica, as I remember that morning, you... you told me to fuck-off, in no uncertain terms. I just got the hell out of there and kept my bloody head down."
Now it was Ronnie's turn to look pensive again.
"Yeah, I know I did. I was a bloody stupid bitch that morning, and I'm sorry. But having sex for the first time is a big step. And when I woke up, somehow I knew that I was pregnant. It was me who seduced you that night, John, not the other way around. It was me who should have thought about contraceptives, but it was easier for me to blame you. I'm sorry I can get quite stupid when I'm emotional. Are you going to forgive me?"
"I don't know. What about how you've been treating me since? You haven't been the nicest person to live with, you know."
"I know, it was just... oh, I don't know, I got the idea that you didn't want us to be married and were only here with me because of that 'duty thing' that your father keeps going on about."
"But when I was screaming obscenities at you the other day, I could see the man that I loved every time I managed to look down between my legs. I saw the love in your eyes when you washed Otterley and you still had that look for me afterwards. I'm mad about you, John. Please, god, be as mad about me as well."
You know, that's when I realised what I hadn't done! I hadn't admitted to myself that I was. Mad about Veronica, that is! Somehow I'd fallen head over heels in love with the girl. And guess what, twenty years and another three children later we've haven't looked back since.
Ah, well, that isn't exactly true; all marriages have a couple of blips in them now and again, but nothing that you'd call drastic. And for whenever Veronica forgets herself and starts to behave like her mother, we have a safe word. All I have to say is "Dragon" and Veronica will stop speaking, come into my arms and try out her suffocation technique on me again. It seems to end most of our disagreements.
Life goes on.
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Later that night I ran over in my mind the events of that day and I wondered just what was going to happen the following weekend.
The following morning I called into work early and left a message with night security that I would be late in the office that day. I had decided to have breakfast with Clinton and Gina and I studied the couple carefully whilst we ate. Then I saw them off in their car to wherever they were going next.
I was in my room when the chambermaid came around. I was on first name terms with almost all the staff in the hotel by then. She volunteered to get me all the information I required.
++++++++++++++
Surprisingly, I got the expected call from Leanne early on the Friday morning, before I had even gone to work. You know, I would have thought Leanne would have left it a little bit longer.
Leanne asked me if I would meet her on the Saturday evening as she had something important she needed to discuss with me. At first I refused unless she told what she wanted to speak to me about, but she wouldn't say.
After playing silly buggers for a little while - I didn't want her to realise that I knew what was going on - I relented and suggested that we meet in one of the local pubs.
I chose the pub very carefully; it was a place that generally catered to the office lunch crowd and so it was usually very quiet on Saturday evenings. It was the sort of place courting couples went to for a quiet time; the jukebox normally played slow ballads all evening on Saturdays.
Saturday at lunchtime I met up with James and Ashley. They never said anything so I gathered their mother hadn't let them in on her little secret. They both told me that Leanne had appeared to be very happy all that week.
I was sitting in one of the booths at the back of the pub well before eight o'clock when Leanne was due to arrive. She didn't see me when she first came in, so she went to the bar and purchased a drink. As she turned around from the bar, she saw me sitting in my little corner.
With a big smile on her face she came over and sat beside me.
"Hi, Pete. Thanks for coming. Look I'll get straight to the point. I've met someone this week who I'd like you to meet as well."
Leanne got her mobile phone out of her handbag and I watched her push one of the buttons.
"Pete, I know you always thought it was me in that film that your friend George took. But this week I've met someone who I'm sure will convince you that it wasn't."
I hoped I was making a good job of looking confused.
"She'll be here in a minute. Honestly I think you are going to have trouble believing this."
'You're not kidding!' I thought to myself. I heard the noise from the street get louder as the door opened and Gina came walking through it, followed by Clinton.
I must say the girls had made a very good show of it; they were dressed, not exactly identically, but close enough. They even had similar hairstyles. Gina came straight over to the table and plonked herself down opposite me.
"Hi, you must be Pete. Leanne has told me so much about you and that silly mistake you made."
"Pete, this is Gina and her husband Clinton. They were looking around the stables the other day when I went for my RDA session. Gosh, I thought I was looking in a mirror for a minute. It was only after I spoke to her that I realised that it must have been her in the film that your friend George took. When I asked her, Gina told me she was in Bournemouth eleven years ago on her honeymoon with Clinton. Pete, it was Gina on the film, not me! You see you did make a mistake."
I looked at Gina and then at Leanne. Then I turned my attention to Clinton.
"Tell me, Clint, who's better in bed - Leanne or Gina? I'm assuming that Gina is her real name."
Clinton had a puzzled expression on his face, as did the two women.
"Oh, come on, Leanne, didn't you realise these two shared a bed last Sunday night. I doubt that was in your plan though, was it? Oh, yeah, Leanne, Clint and whoever she is here, booked into the two rooms that you reserved for them, but the bed was only used in one of them."
"You know, if only you hadn't bothered with this bleeding charade, you would have won. I must admit that up until last weekend I'd pretty well convinced myself that I had made the biggest mistake of my life. But then something happened that told me I was correct in my first assumption, and it was you who had spent an illicit weekend at that hotel in Bournemouth with Clinton here.
"If you're wondering, it was Gina here that gave the game away. I'm assuming Gina is her real name; she lies so easily that could be an untruth as well."
"What are you talking about?" Gina demanded.
"Look, come off it. What kind of an idiot do you three take me for? I knew that something wasn't kosher the moment you opened your mouth. Your accent, girl; you're English with an Aussie accent. That means you've been living out there for years. Who are you? A cousin of Leanne's or something? You do look very much like each other."
"But, but...." was all Gina got out before I attacked again.
"Come off it, girl. If you'd been back in England for the last eleven years as you tried to tell me you'd been last weekend, I'm damn sure your Aussie accent would have faded a little by now. When I thought back on it, I seemed to remember Leanne's mother showing me some photos the first time I went to her house. There were some pictures of Leanne when she was very young, with a cousin who'se parents immigrated to Australia. The two young girls were like twins; I can remember Leanne's mother remarking on the fact."
"And then there's those bloody hair-styles! Okay, you might have gotten away with the coincidence of you both having the same hairstyle eleven years ago, because that cut was all the fashion then. But, come on, you both just happen to have similar hairstyles now, eleven years later. That's pushing things just a little too far."
"Oh, I said nothing last week, because I just wanted to see how far you idiots were planning on taking it. But you talk too much, Gina. Rosy - oh, by the way that's Rosy as in Rose not Rosie as in Rosemary, as you kept saying last week. When Rosy and George gave me that bit of film, Rosy told me that she had never spoken to the woman Clinton was with at the hotel."
I turned to Leanne.
"You know you really didn't do a very good job of briefing her, did you, Leanne? I'm afraid your friend here elaborated just a little bit too much. Oh, and one other little thing: Rose and George adopted the twins about three years ago; they only had four children when they were in Bournemouth, Gina. Unfortunately one of their daughters takes after her mother and got herself in the family way. But the kids today haven't got the guts to stand by their mistakes like George did. So George and Rose adopted their daughter's twin girls."
"When you and the arsehole here showed up, Gina, you might have convinced me if you'd kept your bloody mouth shut. But you spilled out all sorts of information that could only have come from Leanne. So after the first shock of seeing you, it didn't take me long to figure it was a set-up. I'm really glad you did it though because I was about to make the second biggest mistake of my life and go for a reconciliation."
"The second biggest mistake of your life? What was the first?" Leanne asked.
"Marrying a lying cheating bitch like you. Did you really think you could con me with this farce"?
Leanne looked very sad, but she didn't cry. Looking back now I think it was a look of resignation on her face.
"Oh, Clint, me old mate, I really don't think it would be a good idea for you to hang around Exeter very much in the future. See those two guys over there?"
Clinton looked over at the two old friends of mine who were staring in our direction with venom in their eyes.
"Well, they don't like the idea of you banging other peoples' wives and I happen to know that they can get a bit physical sometimes."
"Are you threatening me?" he demanded.
"No, Clint, I wouldn't do something like that. Let's just say, I'm offering a little friendly advice."
"Right, I think this little meeting is just about over. So I'll be leaving, but before I go I have to thank the pair of you," I said, looking at Gina and Clinton. "You know, last week a very nice lady invited me to take her to bed. I turned her down because I was planning on trying to reconcile with Leanne here. But now I've been thinking that's one mistake I'm going to correct in the very near future."
"Now please let me out of this seat, Leanne, before I really begin to lose my temper and turn violent."
Leanne stood up in some kind of a daze. Once I'd extracted myself, Leanne collapsed back into her seat and I turned back to look at her.
"Good bye, Leanne. I hope our paths don't cross too often in the future," I said and then made my way towards the exit.
As I did so, one of the two guys the other side of the bar also stood so that the striking looking woman who'd been sitting, hidden in the back of their booth, could get out and join me. She took hold of my arm, and then kissed me on the lips. We both took a last look back at Leanne and her friends and then left the bar.
++++++++++++++
It was five years later, at my eldest daughter, Jeannette's, wedding before I spoke to Leanne again. I'd only seen her a few of times during those intervening years, at the children's graduation ceremonies and the like. I'd ignored her and we hadn't spoken. But at Jeannette's wedding, I doubted that I would get away with doing that again without a confrontation of some kind, especially with the reception afterward.
Yeah, I'd had a few words with both Jeannette and Asha during the planning stage of things. Even James and Ashley had put their oars in during the discussions. Jeannette wanted both her mother and me to be at the wedding.
At first I'd said that I would happily pay for the wedding, but that I wouldn't attend if Leanne were going to be there. I said that I wouldn't stay in the same room as Leanne, and definitely wouldn't sit at the same table.
As you might expect Jeannette started getting upset when I told her that, but then Asha stepped in and read the riot act to me.
"Peter, please, don't be so bloody silly. Now calm down and listen to what Jeannette has to say." Asha lectured me, "You've been divorced from Leanne for nearly six years now and it's about time that you got over what happened. Really, what is your problem with Leanne being there?"
"Embarrassment, Asha. That woman played me for a bloody fool for god knows how many years. Probably from the day we got married."
"No, dad, it wasn't like that. Mother..." Jeannette started to say. But then stopped herself and appeared to think for a couple of seconds, before she started speaking again. "Think about it, dad. Who's going to be more embarrassed: mother sitting there on her own, knowing that she drove you away, or you with your lovely wife Asha and your two beautiful little babies?"
The point that Jeannette had made about Leanne sitting there on her own went right over my head.
"Dad, whatever mother did," Jeannette went on, "I can assure you that whilst you're happy with your lot now, she definitely isn't happy with hers!"
"You're kidding me! She can get together with the wanker whenever she likes now she hasn't got to worry whether I'm around to catch her."
"No, dad, she hasn't..." Jeannette started angrily, but she suddenly stopped speaking again. "No, dad, this isn't right. We all made a pact when you married Asha that we would never discuss mother or what happened between the two of you. It was your idea, remember?"
"Yes, I'm sorry, Jeannette," I replied. "But I still feel very angry about what she did to me, to us all really. Although I must admit, that I wouldn't have met Asha here, but for your mother's lying cheating ways. I'm sorry; I guess it is your wedding, Jeannette. If you want your mother there, I won't object again.
"But, for god's sake, will someone make sure I don't drink too much, because I might well be able to keep a civil tongue in my head where your mother's concerned. But I'm not sure I could keep my anger under control around that damned arsehole boyfriend of hers."
Jeannette made as if to say something else, but apparently changed her mind. I kissed my loving wife and then I turned and hugged Jeannette.
++++++++++++++
On the day of Jeannette's wedding, the weather smiled on us. Jeannette had been living with Asha and myself since she'd graduated so the wedding was being held at our local church. There wasn't any favouritism about her choice to stay with us; it was just the fact that she had been offered a damned good job not too far from the house Asha and I had bought.
It was quite a busy household really, because once Asha's first child had been born, Mattie (now retired) had moved in as well. Mattie acted as a kind of housekeeper come nanny and that had allowed Asha to return to the office.
Having walked Jeannette to the altar, I took a quick look over my shoulder to smile at Asha and was pretty well gobsmacked to see her in deep conversation with Leanne. Leanne was actually holding our youngest child.
But when I took my seat later in the service, Leanne had moved to the end of the pew. I still had a distinct distrust of Leanne and wondered what she was up too.
I can't say I was too enamoured to see that it was Leanne and Mattie who escorted both Asha and my babies out of the church either. I wanted to say something to Asha about it, but figured I'd wait until later when we were not in such a public place.
After the photo call, I was really surprised and somewhat annoyed to find that Asha had invited Leanne to join us in our limousine for the short journey to the reception at a local hotel. I held my tongue though; I knew that Leanne, like myself, had to be amongst the first arrivals at the hotel, so that she could be in the receiving line with us.
Leanne chose that opportunity to say hello, but I ignored her.
"Leanne said hello, Peter. Now if you're going to be silly and spoil Jeannette's day, I'll have this car take the children and me straight home," Asha chided me.
"Good afternoon, Leanne!" I said to her, with venom in my voice.
That was to lead to Asha reading the riot act to me yet again after dragging me into the hotel's office on our arrival there.
"Now cut it out, Peter. This is Jeannette's day and I don't want you putting a damper on it for her. Damn it, I've had enough of this ridiculous pride thing with my own family. I don't want to see my new family fall apart because of your damned stupid pride. Leanne cheated on you and you kicked her out of your life. But please, Peter, don't go kicking your children out with her.
"You've done miracles up to now, with your idea of never discussing Leanne or what she did, or didn't do, with the children. But you are going to have to meet and talk to her yourself one day. Whether you like it or not, Leanne's going to have to be at all kinds of gatherings with 'us' over the next few years. Now's the time to start speaking and being civil to her for my sake, please!"
I knew that Asha was right; she nearly always was. So I stood in the receiving line alongside my ex-wife and she sat beside me during the meal and speeches. I even managed to remember to change the word "I" to the line "Jeannette's mother and myself" in my speech.
As I sat down, Asha caught my eye and smiled at me. What she made of Leanne taking my hand and kissing the back of it I don't know. Asha couldn't have heard Leanne say "Thank you!" to me. That confused me for a moment but then I realised that, from where she was sitting Leanne must have been able to read the original script of my speech. So she must have been aware of my impromptu editing.
As you can imagine I avoided dancing with Leanne. After I'd danced with Jeannette's new mother-in-law, I pulled Asha onto the dance floor. My son James was dancing that one with his mother.
The evening was enjoyable and to be honest, although I knew that Leanne was there, I hardly noticed her after a little while. Whether she stayed out of my way on purpose or not, I don't know.
Asha and Mattie took the two little ones home early, but Asha insisted that I stay until the end, or at least until Jeannette and her new husband left, or went to bed. That I feared would be pretty late because they were spending their first married night in the hotel's honeymoon suite.
I had slipped outside to smoke a cigar. The youngsters were still living it up on the dance floor and to be honest the noise of their modern music was getting at me a bit.
"They are two beautiful babies!" A familiar voice said from behind me.
I didn't look in her direction; I knew damned well who it was.
"They are, just like their mother," I replied. 'Take that one bitch!' I thought to myself. Look, I might have been trying to be civil, but that didn't mean I still wasn't angry with Leanne.
"Asha is very beautiful. You made a good choice there," Leanne agreed with me.
"What do you want, Leanne. Why have you followed me out here?" I asked, trying to sound as cold as my heart felt towards her.
"To apologise to you, Peter."
I looked in her direction then, hoping she'd see the hate on my face. But I think it was too dark; I couldn't make out her features.
"Bit late, don't you think?" I suggested.
"You're not kidding. I only wish it had never happened in the first place. Or that I'd had the guts to own up and beg for your forgiveness when you brought that damn CD back from Doncaster. God, I was stupid and I'm so sorry."
I thought that I could detect that Leanne was crying, although I couldn't see in the darkness.
"How long did it go on for, Leanne. How long were you taking the piss out of me behind my back?"
"It was only once, Peter. Haven't the children told you?"
I almost burst out laughing. I know that Leanne heard me kind of grunt when I barely managed to strangle my laughter.
"It's the truth, Peter. I know that you won't believe me, but I never went near any drugs or anything after that weekend, I promise you!"
Now Leanne had completely lost me, I had no idea what she was talking about. 'What the fuck did drugs have to do with anything?' my mind was asking me.
"What the hell are you talking about Leanne?"
"Pete, can we go somewhere private and talk for a little while? I'd like to explain everything to you. I know it'll never make any difference to us now; it's much too late for that. I must have been mad not to have come clean with you in the first place. But I just didn't know what to do. All I could think of was to try to lie my way out of it like I did; when I should have been telling you what actually happened. It was just that so many years had passed, and I'd been lulled into a false sense of security that you'd never find out and then when I saw the video, I panicked. All I could think to do was lie and keep on lying."
"Both you and I have been drinking, Leanne. I really don't think it would be a good idea for you to tell me anything tonight. I'm not sure that I could control my emotions," I said to her.
Even in the dark I could see the expression on Leanne's face change.
"Don't get me wrong Leanne; I feel nothing but anger towards you and what you did to me. If and when I learn the full facts I'd like to be in full control of my faculties. I've only ever come near striking two women in my life and you are one of them."



Leanne took a step back. "I think I can understand that, but who... who was the other?" she asked.
"Your friend, Gina, or whatever her name is. Look, Leanne, if you want to allay your conscience, you've got a room booked here tonight, haven't you?" Leanne nodded. "Right then, I'll meet you in the lounge at ten tomorrow morning and I'll give you an hour or as long as I can control my anger."
"Thank you, Peter."
"Oh and I will have Asha with me, by the way. I don't go meeting wanton women without bringing my wife along."
"Touché!" Leanne replied. "I deserve that, Peter. In the lounge tomorrow morning at ten, I'll be there."
Then Leanne turned and started to walk back inside the ballroom. Just before she went through to door, she stopped and turned to look back at me.
"Thank you, Peter. Good night," she said.
I didn't reply. When I'd finished my cigar and went back inside, there was no sign of Leanne anywhere.
++++++++++++++++
"Good, it's about time you cleared the air with Leanne over all this. You really do need to know what it was all about," Asha said when I told her I was meeting Leanne on the Sunday morning.
"You sound like you know what Leanne's going to say," I replied.
"I do. The children told me years ago."
"Huh? Why did they do that?"
"Because they wanted me to tell you about what happened. They hoped that you might not hate her so much; but I told them that it was between you and Leanne, and I wasn't going to get involved. Especially with the way you went off at anyone who mentioned her name."
"Yeah, I've been a bit paranoid over it, haven't I?"
"No, I don't really think so, Peter. You loved Leanne; I know you did and most probably you still do. That's the only worry I've got about you talking to her."
I took Asha into my arms and kissed her.
"My love, how come you know me so well. And you're right on both counts! I think in my heart I do still hold some love for Leanne, but I also hate her for what she did, and all of the lies she's told. Don't worry, love, there's no way that she could ever come between us. I only agreed to see her again this morning because I have a burning desire to know what I did wrong."
Asha pushed me away so that she could look into my eyes.
"What you did wrong?" she asked with a quizzical look on her face. "Peter, you did nothing wrong. It was Leanne who did something remarkably stupid and cruel."
"But there must have been something that I did or said to make her look elsewhere."
"No, Peter, believe me. From what the children have told me, it was nothing that you did; it was all down to Leanne letting her friends talk her into doing something incredibly stupid. Then Leanne found that things had gotten completely out of her control. I think it best that I don't say anymore. You just go and hear what she has to say to you."
"I'm not going. Asha, we are going. I have no intention of meeting Leanne alone."
A smile came on Asha's face and she stretched up and kissed me.
+++++++++++++++
As I hoped the hotel lounge was almost empty. There were only two other people in there besides Leanne, James and Ashley.
As Asha and I walked in, James hugged his mother then walked over and hugged Asha, then rather formally shook my hand.
I noted that Ashley did not show any open form of affection towards her mother. I'd gathered through the grapevine that it had taken a long time for Ashley to forgive Leanne, if she really had and although she did talk to her she rarely visited.
Ashley after waiting her turn kissed me on the cheek and then did the same to Asha. I noted a look of sadness come into Leanne's eyes most likely caused by Ashley's display of affection towards Asha.
I suddenly realised that James was speaking to me. ".... the bar, the manager said you can have some privacy in there, but we will be able to see you from the foyer."
Leanne had stood up whilst James was talking; she led the way into the bar that had one of those silk ropes across the entrance. An easel stood in front of the rope that bore the sign "private conference".
I followed Leanne to a table that was already adorned with a coffee tray on it. She sat down and began pouring us both coffees without asking me whether I actually wanted one. I sat opposite her without making comment.
"Thanks for coming, Peter," she said as she passed the coffee to me.
I still didn't speak; this was her show. There were all kinds of questions that I wanted answered, but I had convinced myself not to ask them. I was intending to let her hang herself.
"First I'm going to repeat that I'm really sorry for all the lies I told you. I'm not sure if I'm more annoyed with myself about those lies than I am about what I did with Clinton. I didn't realise what I was doing with Clinton until it was too late, but I told all of those lies to you in cold blood. And then I kept on lying to you, trying to convince you that nothing had ever happened."
Leanne was waffling; I almost broke my silence and said, "get on with it, woman," but managed to hold my tongue.
"But you don't want to know how sorry I am, do you, Pete? You want to know what happened and why?"
I still refused to speak. Leanne looked down at her hands in her lap somewhere out of my sight. I figured that she was wringing them together; I'd seen her do that in the pub that day when Clinton and Gina were there.
"Pete, when you went out to Bombay for all that time, I got lonely..." Leanne suddenly raised her eyes to look into mine. "No, not for male company or anything like that, I was just missing you!"
"Well, you know that Jean and I used to have coffee every morning together. Well, it was in the second week that you were away I think, that Jean's friend Madeline started joining us sometimes."
I think that I took in a deep breath at the sound of Madeline's name. We'd been at a party at Jean and Sam Clements place one night, when Sam had thrown Madeline and the guy she'd been with out of the house; Sam had caught them smoking weed in the back garden. As far as I knew, Sam had forbidden his wife to have any contact with the woman afterwards.
"I know it was a bloody stupid thing to do, but one day the three of us went shopping together; on the way back, we stopped over at Madeline's house for some reason. Madeline lit up one of her funny cigarettes and... well, I'm not sure what happened after that. Look, Pete, I can only think that I must have been affected by the fumes coming off that damned thing."
Leanne looked down again and stopped speaking. I dreaded what she was going to say next.
"I was feeling very down and Madeline suggested I take a drag of her reefer thing. God, I don't know why I did, but I did, although I choked a bit. I hadn't smoked cigarettes since I first got pregnant with Jeannette. I don't know; somehow it did make me feel a little better and well... Peter, the three of us smoked another one, before I picked the children up that day."
"I'm sorry, Pete, but over the following couple of weeks Jean and I went around to Madeline's house quite a few times and smoked pot. I really couldn't see that it was doing any harm; I just thought it was making me feel better and miss you a little less. I was having some wonderful dreams about you at night; I can remember that.
"But then my folks came down and took the children away on the trip with them, so I had no reason to rush home to the house, until it was time for you to call. So I'd stay at Madeline's after Jean left. That's when it all got out of hand."
Leanne was not looking at me anymore; she was staring into space.
Clinton turned up at Madeline's house one afternoon; he's a distant cousin of hers or something. Anyway Madeline decided to have a kind of party to welcome him to the country. I didn't know that he'd just been released from prison in America for drug smuggling. I found out later he'd come to England to get away from the authorities' prying eyes over there.
I told them I couldn't stay for the party that evening because I had to be home for when you called, but... look, Pete, those reefers of Madeline's had more effect on me than I'd ever realised. I thought I knew what I was doing. Clinton said he'd come around and fix the telephone then I could go back to the party and call you from there. I could just tell you the home phone was out of order.
"Like the silly bitch I am, I let him do just that. Everyone went very quiet when I called you later in the evening. I'd drunk a lot of vodka by then as well as being high on those damned weeds of Madeline's; thinking back I'm surprised you didn't notice that I was drunk when I called you that night."
"I remember the call distinctly, Leanne. You were extremely emotional that night and very weepy. But I had no idea that you had turned into a drunk drug addict," I informed her.
"I wasn't an addict; I never got that far into it, Peter. Although I'll admit that I got a damned sight further in later that night."
Leanne started crying and didn't say anymore for a little while. I was feeling uncomfortable. My instincts were telling me to put my arm around Leanne and comfort her. You know, if it had been any other woman in the world, I probably would have done just that; but as it was Leanne, I tried to ignore her and looked around the room.
"It was later that night that it all turned to shit. There were only about five or six people left when I noticed Clinton and Madeline doing something with a mirror. Then I saw Clinton take a straw and sniff something up his nose. Then Madeline did the same thing; well, nearly everyone did.
"They invited me and this other girl to try some. I wasn't daft; I knew it was cocaine so I refused, but then some other guy said something like 'try this; its out of this world' and gave me and the other girl a cube of sugar each. The guy was off his head and kept on at me to eat that damned sugar cube, I thought he was nuts and I think I only ate the thing to shut him up.
"Then I really don't know what the hell happened. All I can remember is being in some kind of cloud cuckoo land, where nothing made any sense. One minute I thought I was in bed with you, the next I was dancing with Clinton on someone. I really lost control of my mind, Peter, honestly.
"It was me at that hotel in Bournemouth, but most of the time I was there is like a weird dream that I couldn't really remember at the time. I've had all kinds of flashbacks about what went on that weekend, ever since."
"Everything is mixed up, until I woke up on the Monday morning and found Clinton.... well you can guess what he was doing. I pushed him off of me and demanded that he took me home; I really had no idea that I was in Bournemouth or how I got there. Although since, I've had flashes of memory about the car journey down there and exactly what did happen."
"It won't wash, Leanne," I finally said, "Sugar cubes brings acid to mind, and from my memory of the stuff, the affect you claim to have suffered doesn't appear to match. From my limited knowledge of LSD trips, you're 'out of it' for a few hours and then have one bloody great downer. Leanne, you called me in Mumbai several times over that weekend."
"I didn't call you at all! Clinton did, when he thought I was straight enough in my head. Peter, I was pretty well wasted on vodka and weed most of the weekend and then he talked me into snorting Coke to make me feel better about lying to you. When I woke up on that Monday morning my mind was finally straight and I realised just what I'd done. I told Clinton that he'd better take me home right away or I'd call the police and tell them what had happened."
I could see the tears streaming down Leanne's face, but I still couldn't bring myself even to offer her a handkerchief.
"Clinton took me home and reconnected the telephone. Then he left and I never saw him again until we set up that thing in Birmingham with Gina."
"That I find hard to believe, Leanne. The bit about not seeing Clinton again, I mean."
"It's true, Peter, honestly. Look, I know that I've lost you. You're married to Asha and have little ones to think about. I know that whatever I tell you I'm never going to get you back. I have no reason to lie to you anymore.
"Peter, I can't get on with my life until I've told you the truth. After you came home from India I thought you would know what I'd done. But as the weeks went by, you were your normal loving self. More so, really, because you'd been away.
"I was having kittens as well, until my next period came. Clinton didn't use any protection and I was in no condition to remember to take my birth control pills.
"It had all faded into a half forgotten nightmare; until you came back with that damned piece of film that your friend gave you. I can tell you it was that bit of film that really shook me. When you first showed it to me I honestly couldn't remember most of it. But I was soon having nightmares again and I found I could remember much more than I originally did. So many times after you'd left for work in the mornings, I ran into the bathroom to be sick.
"Anyway, Pete, that's about it. That's what happened and I'll curse myself for the rest of my life for being so stupid. I've told the children everything so as they know how smoking just one little reefer can get out of hand. All I can say to you is that I'm sorry."
"It's not quite all, Leanne, if you say that you never saw Clinton again. How come he turned up in Birmingham? Are you trying to tell me that it wasn't him you were going out with after we separated?" I asked in as sarcastic a sounding voice as I could muster.
"I never went out with any men after we separated, Pete. I've never been out on what you might call a date with a man from the day you left. I was going to a shrink and a support group for abandoned wives."
"Pull the other one, Leanne!"
"It's true, Pete. I have nothing to gain by lying to you now," she said in a pleading tone of voice.
From the look in Leanne's eyes, I do believe she was telling the truth.
"I'll admit I was trying to make you jealous. I did myself up as much as I could and led young James on to believe that I was going out with a man. He told me that you were dating and... oh, damn it, I thought you'd get jealous and come running home. But you didn't! Then you took that job up here and, well, it all fell apart, didn't it?"
"No, Leanne, if you ask me, it all fell apart the day you smoked that first reefer."
"Your so right, Pete. I was a bloody fool and don't I know it now. Anyway then Theresa came over from Australia to visit the family. And I got that stupid idea about conning you yet again. Madeline wasn't hard to find and she soon led me to Clinton. He didn't want to play at first, but Madeline told me that he was wanted in the States under his real name. So I put some pressure on him that way. Theresa thought the whole thing was a hoot. How did you know that Gina wasn't her real name, by the way?"
"The shipping label on her case said 'Theresa Noble, Sidney, Australia.' Leanne, I lived in that hotel for months and most of the staff became my friends."
"Shit, yeah, I never thought about that. Anyway it didn't turn out to be that much of a hoot for Theresa. She picked up something nasty from Clinton. That'll teach her. I told her not to let the bastard bed her."
"Anyway we didn't fool you for a minute, did we?" Leanne finally asked.
"Not really, Leanne. To be honest with you, that little scam you attempted was the biggest mistake you ever made. And, boy, am I glad that you made it. Good-bye, Leanne, and good luck. In the future I'll treat you as someone that I used to know, all right?"
"Do you accept my apology, Peter?"
"Do you mean do I forgive you? No, I don't! I don't think I ever will."
I got up and walked out of the bar. Asha came over and put her arms around me.
"Don't ask," I said to her, then after saying our good byes to James and Ashley we left.
Leanne got married again about three years later. It only lasted a couple of years and wasn't too good a marriage as far as I understand. James went down there and physically threw the guy out in the end, when he found out the guy knocked Leanne about for some reason.
Five years after that Leanne was rundown by a bus in the High Street. Apparently she stepped off the curb right in front of the thing; her blood alcohol level was over the limit to drive a car. But the accident was put down to misadventure.
Mattie had a stroke a while back, but she still lives with Asha and me. Asha stopped work to look after her and the children. We don't need her money anyway, now that I'm the manager at the Telford office.
Life goes on.
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You know what it's like! I was back in the big city, it had been a long time since I'd been back there and I was kind-a nosing around for old times sake. I'd actually been called to my company's head office for a meeting, where I thought I was going to be dragged over the coals for insubordination. But instead I got myself a promotion, so I was feeling pretty pleased with myself that day, and maybe a little too excited to undertake the long drive back home again.
I'd discovered that I had been right; the deal that my boss had claimed was going to be so lucrative for the company had turned out to be a complete stitch up. I'd told my boss that it all looked just a little too good to be true but he would have none of it; well, it turned out that I had been correct. There's not much point in going over the fine details here; suffice it to say I'd sent an email to someone I thought should know what was going on, behind my boss's back. When I sent it, I knew that I could well be ending my career in the company. As it turned out that didn't happen.
Anyway there I was in the big city, all alone and with nothing to do. I don't know why, as I said maybe for old times sake or it could have been because I was feeling on top of the world. Whatever, I thought I'd take a little detour on the journey home and pass through the area where I grew up. I think the good memories of the fun I'd had whilst living there were at the front of my mind. Or maybe I was getting melancholy for the past as I got older.
Yeah, well, I knew it would probably bring back some sad as well as happy memories of my courting days with my late wife, and I'd take a look at my parents' old house. They were both gone now; except for the kids I was pretty well on my own. I guessed it wouldn't be too many years until the children were off to university and I'd be on my own. Shit! What would my life be like then?
Yeah you get the idea, although I'd just had good news about the promotion, I was feeling melancholy about the past.
When I finally got to the old neighbourhood, things had changed a lot. The café I used to hang around at as a teenager was long gone. So had some of the shops; they'd been pulled down to make way for a massive Supermarket. I can't say that I was enamoured with the so-called "civic improvements" the local council had made to the area either.
I swung past my parents' old place, the house I was born and grew up in. It had been updated a bit, and extended; I could only just recognise the place. I stopped for a while, up the street and sat in my car staring at the old house and the street, remembering days long ago.
"Changed a bit since your day, lad!" I heard a voice say.
Looking across the road I was surprised to see old man Thomas standing in his garden smiling back at me. "Jesus, he always seemed to be an old man when I'd been a kid, he must be over a hundred now!" I thought.
"Hello, Mr Thomas. How are you keeping?"
"Still moaning at the kids for playing football in the street, lad." He grinned back at me.
"Yeah, you used to tell me off something rotten," I replied.
"It was that motorbike of yours that I really used to go on at you about. You were lucky you never killed yourself, the way you rode that thing."
"Gave up motorbikes years ago, sir. Tell me; are you the only one left? You know, from when I lived here?" I asked, ignoring his comments about how I actually rode that old Triumph Bonneville of mine.
"'Fraid-so, son! They've all moved away to greener pastures over the years. Me, well, I've got my spot next to the wife in the churchyard over there on the corner. I reckon I'll be joining her before too long."
"Somehow I doubt it, Mr Thomas. Who's going to keep all the little brats in line if you're not around?" I smiled back at him.
Without another word he smiled again and waved his goodbye, then went back into his rundown looking house.
I started the car and began the long journey home. I don't know what made me take yet another detour to the other end of the district. It could be it was old man Thomas mentioning the motorbikes. Back in the old days we had two biker cafes locally. I generally hung around at the café in the town centre. Some of the other guys hung around a café out by the factory estate.
We weren't rivals or anything, but we tended to mix with our own group most of the time. When I got to the factory estate I was surprised to see that the café was still there, only looking just a little bit smarter than I remembered it. There were no motorbikes outside like there always used to be. And a big sign hung outside said, "Café, eat in or take away."
Damn it, I was a little hungry, so I parked the car and went inside. The bell I remembered rang as I opened the door, and I saw a man's head poke out of the kitchen for a second to see who'd entered.
"Customer!" I heard him shout, but no one appeared.
I found myself a table that - although somewhat battered - didn't look dirty and sat myself down. Thoughts of a fry-up had been dispelled from my mind, by the look of the guy whom I assumed was the cook. But I still perused the menu anyway.
"Tea or Coffee?" A female voice suddenly asked from somewhere above me.
Surprised that I hadn't been aware of her approach, I looked up at the woman who'd spoken to me.
"Well, I'll be buggered, it's Scratch Caisey! What the hell are you doing back in this hell hole?" she exclaimed.
I had been taken by surprise at her arrival and my mind was wondering a little because of the excitement earlier in the day. I must have had a somewhat confused look on my face; the woman did look vaguely familiar but for some reason I couldn't place the face. Look, it is confusing when suddenly someone that you don't recognise calls you by an old nickname that you haven't used in nearly twenty years.
"You don't recognise me, do you?" she said, sounding slightly disappointed. "Stella, Stella Blakely, or Forman as I was back then." She took a step backwards from the table so that I could see her better.
"Only you always called me Goldilocks," she added with a smile.
Immediately long suppressed memories of Goldie sprang into the fore of my mind.
As you get older there are always going to be some memories - often-painful memories - which you tuck away into a part of your brain that you hope never to venture into again. Suddenly the floodgates opened and they all poured back into the conscious part of my mind.
"So Goldie had finished up marrying Toby Blakely," I thought to myself. Not a particularly good friend of mine, but I had known the guy quite well. We'd often raced each other up and down the Watford Bypass, as teenagers.
"Oh, my God! Goldie, I'm sorry but..." I exclaimed, feeling embarrassed and slightly annoyed with myself for not recognising Stella immediately. But perhaps it was something to do with the part of my mind that really didn't want to recall memories of our previous encounters.
"Don't say it! I know I've put on a few pounds and lost my looks a bit over the years," Stella said.
"On the contrary, Goldie, you're just as beautiful as you ever were. Maybe a little bit more mature and that overall doesn't do you justice. But Toby must be a fool to let you out on your own."
The expression on Stella's face changed a little and she sat down in the chair opposite me.
"Toby's gone, Scratch! He was killed on his bike about five years ago."
"Oh, God, Stella, I'm sorry!" I said, feeling even more embarrassed.
"Don't be, Scratch; he went doing what he loved best, riding his bike. But it has been hard on the kids and me. I somehow always knew it was only a matter of time though; Toby rode that bike of his like a man possessed. He was only ever really happy when he was on a bike riding faster that he should be."
"Anyway how about you? How's...?" Stella faltered, obviously trying to remember who it was that I'd been shacked up with the last time she'd seen me. "It was Elaine that you married, wasn't it?"
"I'm in the same boat as you, Stella. I'm a widower! Elaine went three years ago, ovarian cancer! She didn't tell anyone that she was feeling ill until it was too late!"
"Oh, god, I'm sorry, Scratch. Any children?"
"Two: Jimmy's fifteen and Angela's just turned seventeen. They are good kids; I don't know what I would have done without them. How many sprogs have you got running around?"
"Two, the same as you. Their ages are remarkably similar as well. Little Toby is coming up sixteen and Claire is almost eighteen. They've been my life since Toby went."
"You taken that order yet, Stella?" The man's voice demanded from the kitchen. "You're paid to work woman, not sit around and chat all day!"
"Get knotted, Sam; I'm talking to an old friend. He's more of a man than you'll ever be," Stella shouted back. "Dirty old bugger keeps trying to talk his way into my knickers since Toby's been gone," she whispered to me with a giggle and that old wicked grin on her face that I remembered so well.
"Why don't you tell him to stuff it? Surely this isn't the best job you can find."
"It's either here or stacking shelves in the damn supermarket; that's all I'm any good for, Scratch. I never did get anywhere at school; spent too much time playing hooky with you guys when I should have been studying. What'd you want to eat anyway?"
"Oh, just a cup of tea and a chat will do for now," I replied.
"No food!" Stella shouted as she went over and poured out two mugs of tea.
"What about this washing up?" the voice called from the kitchen.
"I'll do it later or you can do it yourself, you lazy bugger. I'm busy for a while!" Stella shouted back. Then she brought the teas over and sat down again.
A strange thing had happened, I think we'd both suddenly lost twenty years off of our lives; we appeared to be speaking to each other like teenagers and I'd just heard Stella speak to her boss in the same manner that her alter-ego, Goldie, would have used all those years ago. From the comments that came from the kitchen, I don't believe her boss was used to being spoken back to like that.
Stella and I spent the next two hours talking about all the people we had known when we were young. Who had married whom and how long it lasted, etc. I suppose that working in the café Stella had seen a lot of the old faces over the years; she was a goldmine of history and scandal.
Stella had to do some work some of the time during the afternoon, but the place remained pretty empty for the most part. We talked even whilst she was dashing around serving the few customers who came in and when she wasn't serving, she came rushing back to my table.
From the comments coming from her boss, Sam, in the kitchen, it didn't sound like he was very happy about my presence. But Stella - no, "Goldie" - told him where to get off in no uncertain terms.
She told me later that she couldn't understand her boldness that day herself. She said it was like my presence had made her feel good about herself and given her some self-confidence.
That one mug of tea had turned into several and by six o'clock when Stella was due to knock off, I was dying for a pee and starving hungry.
"I'm hungry," I said when Stella told me it was almost time for her to go home.
"Sam will cook you up something if you want," Stella replied.
"No, I was thinking more on the lines of taking a beautiful lady out for a pukka meal somewhere."
Stella who was still cleaning tables at the time, stopped what she was doing and turned to look at me.
"How Pukka?" she asked.
"The best in town!" I replied.
"I think I'd like that; I haven't been out for a slap-up meal in yonks. But didn't you say you've got to get home to your children?"
"It's a long drive, Stella, and the day's getting on a bit. I'll book into one of the hotels out by the airport later and drive home tomorrow."
"But your children - won't they be expecting you home tonight?"
"Not really; they are expecting me to go out to get drunk tonight to drown my sorrows."
A concerned look came over Stella's face.
"Look, Stella, it's a long story; I'll explain it all over dinner."
Stella took off the overall she had been wearing and then removed the headscarf from her hair. As she did so those golden locks fell about her shoulders just as I remembered them.
I escorted Stella to my car for the five-minute journey to her house. It was a small semi-detached place in a nearby social housing scheme. When I was a lad, we called them council estates.
Stella led the way inside and introduced me to her children, who at first appeared to look at me with some suspicion or scepticism. I somehow got the feeling that it was unusual for Stella to bring a male friend home. Either that, or there was a boyfriend about somewhere who Stella hadn't mentioned to me. Whatever, my sudden appearance obviously surprised them.
Toby was a real chip off the old block; to my mind it could have been his father standing there in his school uniform. Claire also bore a striking resemblance to her mother when she had been the same age, although she wasn't poured into a skin-tight pair of jeans that had always been Goldie's favourite apparel. She did however have those same golden locks hanging around her shoulders though.
I wouldn't say that the look Claire gave me was anything to write home about. I sensed some hostility towards me straight away.
"This is an old friend of mine, Scratch...." Stella faltered and then corrected herself. "I mean Gary Caisey; I haven't seen him since before I married your father."
Both children shook my hand very formally, then Toby disappeared upstairs and Claire went into the kitchen. Stella, after inviting me to take a seat in the lounge, followed her daughter and closed the door. I thought that I might have detected raised voices for a moment or two, but then it went quiet.
Shortly Toby came back down the stairs carrying a large photo album.
"You were in the other gang!" he said when he got close to me.
"Sorry?" I asked him, not understanding what he was alluding to.
"You weren't in my dad's gang. You were one of the town boys!" he said turning the album so that I could see photographs of both groups pictured with our motorbikes, displayed on opposing pages.
I remembered the occasion when the photographs had been taken. All the local bikers had gotten together for a charity run and raised a couple of grand for the local hospital.
"That's true we did spend our time in different cafés, but we weren't at odds with each other or anything. Membership of either group or gang as you like to call them just depended on what café we lived nearest to." I studied the photos and was surprised to see that Toby Sr. had listed the names of the guys and their girlfriends at the time the pictures had been taken under them. Goldie's name was underneath mine, not Toby's. Young Toby didn't mention the fact, but he did go on about his father and how he loved to ride his motorcycle.
"His father never grew up, Gary; he lived for his bike and those old photographs," Stella suddenly said from somewhere behind me.
"There's times when I wish I was still living back then, Goldie." I smiled at her.
Stella lifted her finger to her mouth and gestured towards young Toby with her head.
"I won't be long. I'm just going up to get changed," she said and then she headed for the stairs. "Toby, Claire's got some money, you and her are going down to MacDonald's, okay?" she said over her shoulder to the lad.
"Fine, mum!" Toby called after her with a smile on his face. "You should come more often Scratch. Mum never lets us have Big Macs; she says they're unhealthy." He grinned at me.
"I don't like my children eating them too often either," I commented.
"You've got children too?" Toby asked.
"Yes, two almost the same ages as you and your sister," I replied.
"And what would their mother say if she knew you were taking another woman out for dinner?" Claire's voice asked from behind me.
"I believe she knows exactly what I'm doing tonight; she told me she'd be with me always before she passed on!" I replied.
Okay, maybe it wasn't the best way to tell Claire that I was a widower, but I thought that it might go some way to dispelling the hostility I'd felt radiating from her.
"I'm sorry, I didn't know!" she blustered, and then fled the room in tears.
"Claire...." I called after her.
"Ah, don't mind her; she does that all the time," Toby said. "She still misses dad a lot. She was his blue-eyed girl."
"Don't you miss him?" I asked.
"Sure I do. But mum cries enough as it is; she doesn't need us weeping around her all the time. You know mum hasn't looked as happy when she came home from work as she did tonight since I can remember. I don't think I've ever seen her so happy and normally she never goes out without us."
"Tonight's a special occasion then. I'll try to pull all the stops out," I said.
"Just make sure that's all you do pull out. That's my mother you're taking out, remember!" Toby said with a very mature tone to his voice.
"Don't worry, young man, I think your mother and I are getting a bit old for those kinds of shenanigans."
"What shenanigans?" Stella asked.
Toby and I hadn't heard Stella come down the stairs. I had to wonder how long she'd been standing there and if she'd heard what Toby and I had just said to each other.
"You look gorgeous, girl, even without the denims," I told her.
"I've still got some upstairs, but I didn't think they were the thing to wear in a restaurant. If you've got a bike hidden in the back of your car, I'll go and change." She grinned at me.
"Not in the back of the car, but I've still got my old Triumph in the garage at home."
"I'll have to come and visit sometime and you can take me for a proper ride like you used to do," Stella said with that old twinkle in her eye. I was pleased that Toby had no idea of what his mother was alluding; well, I hoped he didn't.
We said goodbye to her children then Stella and I left the house. Stella chose a restaurant that I'd never heard of, but there were a lot of places around by then that had been opened since I'd left the city.
We were halfway through our meal and still talking about old times and old friends when I felt Stella's foot rubbing up and down my calf.
"Goldie, don't go starting anything that you can't finish," I said to her quietly.



"Scratch, if you remember we always finished what we started in the old days."
"But that was then and this is now, Stella. Lots of things have changed over the years and we're supposed to be adults, remember."
"Lets see what's changed, shall we? You dumped me and went off with..."
"I dumped you?" I interrupted her. "You took up with Toby or was it that guy with that Harley Davidson?"
"Oh, he was a real creep, but that bike of his was something else. Anyway I only went out with him once, just to have a ride on that bike of his."
"It was a pile of scrap, a bleeding museum piece, a piece of junk that the Americans left behind after the war," I retorted. Probably sounding more annoyed than I should have, but my emotions were playing their part, even after all those years.
"Yeah, but it was the only Harley around and I know you rode it at least once," Stella replied.
"Just to see what it was like to ride, that's all!" I said as stoically as I could manage
"And that's why I went out with him; I just wanted the experience of being on that Harley as well. His problem was he wanted payment for the privilege. Well, he never got a ride out of me I can promise you. But what did you go and do? I go out with him for one little ride on his Harley and the next thing I know, you let Elaine take over my pillion seat."
"I'm sorry, Goldie, but the guy told a slightly different story than you," I retorted. I think I was remembering how angry I'd been at the time, when I'd heard the rumours.
"And you believed him?"
"Why shouldn't I?" I replied. "Look, Stella, we didn't have anything permanent going between us at the time. Although it wasn't for the want of my asking, if you remember rightly. And then suddenly everyone's talking about you and... Christ, what was the bloody idiot's name?"
"That's true, you did ask me to be your girl several times and I said to wait a while, didn't I? And I have no idea what that little twerp's name was either. You know that Toby gave him a right seeing-to for spreading that rumour about, don't you? It had got back to my dad by then; he nearly killed me and I was grounded for weeks."
"So that's what happened! All I knew was that the rumour went about that you and the creep were getting it on, and then the two of you disappeared. Well, Elaine and me had always got on well, so after a while we got together. The next time I saw you, you were riding pillion to Toby."
"Well, what did you expect me to do? You were with Elaine, and Toby had always been sweet on me from when we'd been at primary school together. So I was just hanging around with him to make you jealous."
"You made a pretty good job of doing that!" I commented.
"But then all of a sudden you and Elaine were gone. The next thing I know you two got married."
"Yeah, well, my uncle found me a good job in the place where he worked down west; so I moved down there and lived with him and my aunt for a while. Elaine followed me down later that summer and got herself a live-in job at one of the local hotels. Well, to cut a long story short, houses were cheap down that way at the time, so a year or so later we got hitched.
"I've moved up in the company over the years; I'm in management now. Although my boss just dropped a real clanger and it looks like I'm going to be in the driving seat come Monday morning. I've got a couple of days off whilst the guys from head office go down there and do the nasty bit. From what I can gather they think my boss has been taking kickbacks from the suppliers or something. Whatever, he's apparently been up to something not quite kosher."
"Will there be any flak coming your way?"
"I doubt it somehow, or they wouldn't have offered me my boss's position, would they? Anyway how did you and Toby finish up getting hitched? I know you were his current girl when I left, but we all thought Toby would finish up with Brenda. You know they were always together until she went off to that Veterinary college place."
"I'm not sure what happened with Brenda. Toby had always been sweet on me, and I liked him a lot."
"Crikey, Stella, all the guys were sweet on Goldie!"
"Not exactly, Scratch; they were sweet on my arse when it was in those jeans. And didn't I know it. Maybe if I hadn't been so full of myself, things would have worked out different."
I wasn't at all sure as to what Stella was alluding to there, but I let it pass.
"Anyway as time went on everyone was getting hitched. I went through a few different boyfriends, none of whom lasted the course. Then one day a few years after you'd gone and completely out of the blue, Toby asked me to marry him. I think we were both a little drunk at the time; anyway I said yes and things just went on from there.
"We had a good marriage, I think. Although Toby's life revolved around motorbikes and the children, of course! You know he raced professionally for a while, don't you? But I think he was more in love with speed than the racing and he never was one for caring about safety. He lost his sponsors in the end and he never could get a place on any of the works teams."
"No, I didn't now that Toby raced. I kind-of switched to cars right after Elaine and I got hitched. The house we brought is out in the sticks and, well, the bike isn't very practical for carrying home the weekly shopping or all the DIY stuff I needed for the house. Elaine and I would go out on the bike during the summer sometimes but in the end it got parked in the back of the garage and almost forgotten about. It's still there to this day."
It was surprising how much that Stella and I found to talk about. After eating we went back to her place and sat chatting until about two in the morning. Claire sat with us for a while and then went into the kitchen where she played the radio (quite loudly), I think to remind us she was there. Young Toby had obviously gone to bed before we'd arrived back at the house.
Stella and I exchanged telephone numbers and she asked me to drop by again next time I was in town. That I figured could be sooner than she expected, because I was aware that my new position called for planning visits to the head office every month or so.
God alone knows what time I got to the hotel that morning, but I crashed the instant I got into the room. I think it must have been about seven-thirty when my daughter Angela called me on my mobile phone.
"Hi, Dad. Are you sober?" she asked after I croaked hello down the handset. "Are we on the breadline today or not?"
"No chance, kiddo, quite the reverse. Bill Morgan's for the high jump and guess who's going to be the new head honcho?"
"There you go, dad! I told you, you did the right thing. What did you do last night? Go out and celebrate?"
"No, I took a very old friend out to dinner and we sat and talked about old times until some god awful hour this morning."
"Oh, you crafty old dog. Who is she? Is she pretty? What's her name? Did you kiss her?" Angela asked in quick succession.
"Angela, she is just an old friend from back when your mother and I were young. Why do you try to marry me off every time I speak to a member of the opposite sex?"
"Come on, Dad, you need a good woman to look after you."
"I've got you for now, Angel. Anyway I didn't kiss her and, yes, Stella is pretty. We were very close once but that was a long time ago."
"Any husbands or boyfriends kicking about?"
"Angela, give over! She's a widow and I don't know if there are any suitors around. I ran into her in a café during the afternoon and invited her out for a meal last night, that's all there was too it. Now I'll be back around lunchtime, so I'll be home when you and Jimmy get home from college; I'm off work until Monday whilst the hammer falls on Bill. The three of us will go out tonight to celebrate so don't accept any invitations to go out on a date."
++++++++++++++
My journey home actually took longer than I expected. I hadn't been the only one in the office who was suspicious of what Bill Morgan was doing. But I'd been the only one (or so I thought) who'd been prepared to put his head on the block and ring the alarm bell. Bill Morgan never had been a very nice person to work under and he tended to run the office by fear rather than respect.
The result was my mobile rang at regular intervals during the journey causing me to have to pull off the road and stop to answer it. I received a long list of reports from various members of the staff informing me of the day's events. Apparently there were auditors and people from head office going through just about everything. My files as well, I might add!
I eventually got home about two thirty. As I pulled the car into the garage, I found myself looking at the old Triumph sitting there covered in its tarpaulin. I hadn't been home that long when something pulled me back out to the garage where I took the cover from it.
"Two new tyres at least and I suppose I'll have to pull the engine apart and check it over. Then there's the brakes and clutch, I suppose," I found myself thinking.
By the time Angela and Jimmy pulled up on their way home from college in the little Nissan I had bought my Angel for passing her driving test on her seventeenth birthday. My car was back outside in the drive and the Triumph was in pieces all over the garage floor.
"What are you doing, Dad?" Jimmy asked, as he climbed out of the Nissan.
"Trying to relive his youth, I should imagine!" Angela answered Jimmy's question for me. "So she was one of your motorbike dolly's, was she?" she quipped at me with a big smile on her face.
"Baby, your mother was, as you so nicely put it, "one of my motorbike dolly's" and don't you forget it! And you are right; meeting Goldie again did make me remember what it was like to ride the old bike around."
"Goldie!" Angela exclaimed. "You never said you took Goldie out last night, you said you went out with someone called Stella."
"Stella is Goldie. What difference does it make anyway who I went for a meal with?" I asked, somewhat surprised at Angela's reaction to the name Goldie.
"You don't know?" Angela reaction was getting stranger by the minute.
"No! What are you making so much fuss about?" I asked her.
"Dad, you went out to dinner with Goldie last night!" Angela said again. Actually I wasn't sure whether she said that as a question or an affirmation.
"What's got into you, Angela, and what do you know about Goldie anyway?"
"Lots, dad. Mum used to talk to me about Goldie all the time!" Angela replied, with what I can only call one of those female knowing looks on her face.
Her mother used to do that all the time. For one strange moment my mind pictured Elaine standing there instead of Angela. I shook my head to clear the vision from my mind.
"And just what reason could your mother have for talking to you about Goldie of all people?" I asked her.
Angela's demeanor suddenly changed. "Dad, I've got some stuff I've got to study here, I'd better get at it if we're going out tonight," she blurted out and disappeared towards the house.
"Angela?" I called after her, but she either ignored me or didn't hear.
Jimmy, in the mean time, had ignored what his crazy sister had been saying and was nosing around the pieces of the Triumph scattered over the floor.
"Can I help you, dad? You are going to put it back on the road, aren't you?"
"That's the theory, son, but it's been sat here a few years now. You know it isn't going to be a two-minute job. But anyway, you can't do anything tonight. You heard what your sister said; we're going out to celebrate my promotion.
"Will you take me out on it when you're done?" Jimmy asked
"Yeah we'll take a few runs over the moors I should imagine," I replied.
+++++++++++++++++++
The meal that evening was enjoyable if somewhat different to what normally happened when we went out as a family on Friday evenings.
It was normal for Angela and one of her fellow students who waiter'd part time in the restaurant that we normally used, to make goggle-eyes at each other all evening. It wasn't unusual for us to discover that a girl that Jimmy was sweet on at school was eating there with her parents either, so they made goggle-eyes at each other all night as well.
The thing that made it different was that more than a couple of my colleagues from work were there with their families. Our entrance was greeted by a sporadic round of applause and a few cheers that I found quite embarrassing. Angela had to drive home as well because all sorts of spurious drinks kept arriving at our table for me.
A couple of times during the meal I tried to ask Angela what reason her mother and her had had to discuss Stella. But I was greeted with another of Elaine's old looks. Angela would look me in the eye and then glance at Jimmy -- who inevitably would be staring at his lost love or whoever the girl was anyway -- this I knew, from when her mother used to do it, meant "not now; we'll discuss it later when the children aren't around", or in Angela's case, when Jimmy wasn't within earshot.
I eventually collared Angela in the kitchen after we'd gotten home.
"Okay, Angel, now tell me just what did you and your mother had cause to discuss Stella for?
Angela sat and looked at me for a couple of moments with a particular expression on her face. God, she was a chip off the old block, I'd seen her mother do the same thing a thousand times. I know that Angela was deciding exactly how to reply. Suddenly she said, "Wait there, father!" then ran up to her room. Three minutes later she returned carrying a King Edward's Cigar box.
I assumed it was one of several that we'd had around the house for years. My father used to lay his hands on the "full" boxes somewhere; I never knew where, but I suspected illegally. This one was different though it was tied up with a red ribbon.
Angela placed the box in front of herself, and then opened it in a manner so that I couldn't see inside. She took out several monochrome photographs and studied them, then she handed one of them to me.
It was a picture of a very young looking Scratch Caisey sitting astride the same Triumph motorcycle that was lying in pieces all over the garage floor. Behind him -- on the pillion seat - sat a quite beautiful young woman dressed in a pair of tight denim jeans that looked like they'd been painted on her, with her long golden tresses blowing in the breeze.
I turned the picture over and on the back it said "Scratch and Goldie on the South Downs" with an unintelligible date underneath. It had been so long that couldn't recall the picture being taken.
"I wonder how your mother came by this?" I asked.
"Oh, she had lots more," Angela replied. Scattering several others on the table. "And there's some here of mum with Reg and a lot of you two together."
Reg was one of the guys who been sweet on Elaine before she tipped her hat in my direction.
"I didn't know your mother had these; I wonder why she kept the one of Goldie and me when we were together. Doesn't seem right somehow," I said.
"Mum told me that she kept them because she won!"
"Won what?"
Angela smiled as me.
"You silly! Mum told me that you were going out with Goldie, but she had a terrible crush on you. She said that one-day you and Goldie had a falling out about something or the other and you were really cut up about it. Anyway mum told me that she saw her chance, and latched onto you like glue. She never let Goldie get within a hundred feet of you after that. Sounds to me like they had a real war over you, dad."
"Bugger, you know I never noticed at the time, but now you mention it. It's strange though because yesterday, Goldie acted as if she couldn't remember who I married when we first spoke yesterday."
"Not strange at all, father. What's the poor woman going to say? 'Are you still with the woman who stole you from me?' According to mother, Goldie was just as much in love with you as she was back then."
"Sounds to me like you and your mother discussed a lot more than I thought you did."
"Oh, dad, mother told me all sorts of things in those last few weeks. She said she realised I was young but she entrusted me with this box that she kept her secret things in. She told me I'd know what to do with the contents if and when the time came. You know, I know all your darkest secrets, dad. Mother loved you very much, but I think she felt a little guilty about what she did to Goldie!"
"What could she feel guilty about? Goldie and I had a falling out and your mother chose exactly the right moment to get my attention. Pretty good timing on your mother's behalf, if you ask me,"
"Oh, mother did a little more than that, dad! Didn't you ask Goldie to be your steady date or something?"
"Yes, I did, more than a couple of times. But she said her father wouldn't like it if she dated the same boy all the time. I took it that Goldie wasn't as keen on me as she'd have liked me to believe."
"And you didn't know that Uncle Mark worked with Goldie's father and told him you were a real bad boy then," Angela said with a contrite look on her face.
Angela's Uncle Mark was Elaine's older brother; I had no idea that he'd ever worked with Goldie's father.
"Why the hell would Mark do tha---t? Oh, no, your mother put him up to it, didn't she!" The truth suddenly struck home to me.
"You're getting there, dad! It was a war that mother intended to win and she wasn't taking any prisoners."
"You know, I always thought that your mother had a devious streak in her. That I've got the nastiest suspicion you may have inherited."
Angela just laughed, then said goodnight and made her way up to her room. I sat in the kitchen for a while going through all the photographs that she'd left on the table. It was only when I went to put the pictures away again that I noticed Angela had taken the cigar box with her. I had to wonder what else was in that little box.
++++++++++++++++
The next couple of weeks were turmoil for me, what with taking over as boss of the office and weeding out Bill Morgan's little clique. I didn't trust any of them, but luckily for me they nearly all moved on to pastures new once he was gone. I had to build up the team again and replace those that left of course, but that wasn't easy. In the meantime those of us who were left, were working our socks off.
With the promotion I'd inherited a new secretary. Geena had been Bill Morgan's secretary for some time and to begin with I had my doubts about her loyalty. I think I was right to be a little sceptical about her at first, simply because she had been Bill's secretary. But I soon discovered she was the best PA I'd ever had. Bugger the secretary lark; Geena was a PA in all but name and a very efficient one at that.
She never actually said anything about it and neither did I; but when I'd been called to that meeting in London, I'd gotten the distinct impression that someone else in the office had been reporting their worries to somebody on the board. Over time I came to suspect that that somebody had been Geena.
I spent some time the following weekend working on the Triumph, but not very much. It was going to take me over two months to finally get it road worthy again and even then I had to call for some assistance from one of the mechanics at the local garage.
Six weeks after my promotion I had my first planning meeting in London. Angela asked me if I was going to see Goldie again. I told her I wasn't sure that I'd have the time. Apparently the big knobs at head office were very happy with what I'd managed to achieve in such a short time.
I'd gotten wind - through Geena - that the company chairman was going to invite me to a dinner party at his house in the evening after the meeting.
It was about this time that I realised that Geena had contacts at the head office. I learnt later when I looked through her personnel file that she'd work there for many years, before moving down to the West Country when she got married. I assumed that she knew some, if not all of the secretaries up there, as well as some of the board members.



"Look, dad, your meeting is on a Friday this time. Why don't you stay over on the Saturday night as well and take Goldie out again? I'm sure it would do you both good," Angela suggested.
"Baby, I get the distinct impression that you are trying to play match maker here. Now you've never met Stella, you don't know what she's like and you might find that you do not like her at all."
"It isn't me who's going out with her, dad, it's you! You aren't too keen on some of my boyfriends and within reason you hold your tongue. Although I don't know what scared that Johnny Clements away; did you have anything to do with that? He was quite keen on me until he stopped around the house that time."
I think I must have coloured up a little when Angela said that; but I smiled, because I was safe. I thought back to the occasion in question.
Whilst the poor lad - who was an onerous little creep by the way, that I wouldn't have trusted as far as I could throw him - was waiting for Angela to get ready, Jimmy and Johnny Clements had gone outside to look at the car that Clements appeared to be so proud of. It was nothing more than an old (and somewhat rusty) Ford Escort that had liberally been sprinkled with go-faster stripes, actually.
Anyway, suddenly I'd heard the garage door open; so I'd made my way to the kitchen service door to see if I could hear what the two boys were doing in there.
"Yeah, that's his motorbike!" I heard Jimmy say. "He belonged to one of the toughest biker gangs around. You know, if anyone upsets my dad; he just has to make one phone call and they all get together again. I wouldn't like to be the guy who takes any liberties with my sister either. Do you get where I'm coming from here, Johnny?"
I didn't hear Johnny's reply; I closed the door again and left Jimmy to his good works, surprised and pleased with the lengths he would go to protect the sister he so often appeared to be in open warfare with.
"And what was all that biker gang talk about, Jimmy?" I asked once Angela and the Clements boy had left.
"Ah, dad, that Johnny Clements is a real creep, always bragging about what he gets up to with the girls in that old wreck of his," Jimmy replied.
"Don't you trust your sister not to do anything stupid?"
"Of course I do, but I don't trust Johnny Clements not to try something underhand. You know Angela does drink and what with these date rape drugs and things. Well, I just think that Johnny Clements is daft enough to.... Oh, you know what I mean. Anyway he drives like an idiot!"
I'd let the matter drop after that, although I was extremely proud of my son, at that moment. Oh and I'd never heard Angela mention Johnny Clements again. Until this moment!
"Angela, if I don't like the look of your dates, I tell you. I have never frightened any boy away from you that you haven't asked me to. Although to be honest with you I can't be sure what your little brother gets up to; he loves you very much, even if he doesn't always show it."
"You're funning me! James chasing Johnny Clement away! I don't believe it. Mind you I wasn't too keen on him anyway. Too high opinion of himself and he couldn't drive for nuts," Angela said smiling.
"Anyway we've got off the subject. How do you manage to do that all the time? Mum said that if you didn't want to talk about something, you subtly change the subject."
"I didn't change it, Angel, you did!" I replied.
"Well, I think you should stay over another night and take Goldie out again. You know it's a good idea."
++++++++++++++
At the meeting, everyone sang my praises for most of the day. Although that kind of treatment from the big bosses did a lot for my ego, I wasn't dumb enough to let it go to my head too much. And as I somehow guessed they would, they did drop some rather overly optimistic targets in my lap. It looked like the next six weeks was going to be just as hard work as the last few had proved to be, to me. But we were back up to strength on the staff and, with a much happier atmosphere in the office; I thought that we could probably do it.
I didn't say that to them though, I umed and ah'd about everything. I'm not sure that some of them were so enamoured about that. But later in the evening after dinner the chairman pulled me to one side; he told me that getting anywhere near the targets would be better than Bill Morgan had managed to achieve and not to let them frighten me.
"Don't worry about anything, Gary; just do your job as well as you have in the last few weeks. You've proved you're a company man and you're pretty much ring fenced from here on in. Give it a year or so and you'll be surprised what could be in store for you," he said as he walked me to my car. "First thing Monday morning, get on to transport and ask them where your company car is, as well. I'll chase the buggers from this end."
After the ups and downs of the day I couldn't wait to get to bed. Mind you, I stopped for a quiet drink in the hotel bar, to unwind before I went to my room.
Sitting there I watched some of the other folks sitting around, mostly couples up to the big city for the weekend I thought. Although there were a few businessmen like myself probably staying over after a late meeting or something. Suddenly I felt very lonely. Finishing my drink I went to reception and booked my room for the Saturday evening as well.
The following day I was up early. I'm not sure why because Stella would probably be working in the café all day. But I had the fidgets on; I don't know, probably some kind of childish excitement.
"Well, are you staying over?" Angela enquired when I called her.
"I think I might well do; it depends on what Stella has got planned for today," I replied. "Anyway you two behave yourselves and if I'm staying over I'll call you."
"Only call if you're not staying over, dad; you'll be too busy otherwise. And beside it'll warn Jimmy and me to cancel the party and give us time to clear up a bit after last night's shindig!"
"You wish!" I replied knowing full well that Angela was pulling my leg. I thanked the lord that I had two such sensible and intelligent children. I think that was more do to with Elaine's efforts than my own. God, I missed that woman!"
I must have got to the café about eleven o'clock. I parked up and made my way inside, but there was no sign of Stella. The two young schoolgirls behind the counter looked at me perplexed when I asked for Goldie.
"Oh, it's you again!" Sam's head poked through the bead curtain that separated off the kitchen. "Stella's got the day off today. I think she was going out with her kids or something."
"Oh! Okay, thanks," I said, somewhat taken aback, then turned and left the café.
"You stupid idiot," I thought to myself, "She's got a life of her own. What'd you think; she's sitting around up here waiting for you to show up again?"
Almost kicking myself, I got back into my car, then got out my mobile and called Angela to tell her that I was coming home.
"Well, have you been round to her house to see if she's actually gone out yet? You said that she didn't have a car, perhaps you can drive them to wherever they are going?" Angela suggested.
I supposed that Angela's idea was logical, so ten minutes later I pulled up outside Goldie's house. I was half way up the garden path, when the door was opened by young Toby.
"He's here!" the boy shouted over his shoulder and bid me to come in.
Somewhat confused by the boy's statement, I followed the lad into the lounge.
"Would you like tea or coffee?" he asked. "My mother will be down in a minute."
"Coffee would be nice, black, please, with sugar."
"Black coffee with sugar, Claire!" Toby shouted at the kitchen door and then he disappeared up the stairs, assumedly to find his mother.
I was still sitting there in some kind of shock, when Claire came out of the kitchen carrying my coffee.
After politely saying hello she placed the mug on the table in front of me. Then she left the room again. I could still feel some hostility radiating from her. I wondered whether I'd be able to taste the arsenic in the coffee. Yes, Claire's hostility really did appear that strong to me. But I hoped that I was overreacting.
Goldie came down the stairs a few minutes later. God, she looked good. I'm sure that I was correct in assuming that her hair had recently had a pile of dough spent on it. The red dress that she was wearing was something to behold as well, and I had to secretly marvel at the way she managed to fill that dress out. This wasn't the little café waitress I'd seen six weeks previous.
"My, you look a picture, Stella. Does he know how lucky he is?" I asked.
"I don't know. Why don't you tell me?" she replied and then planting a little kiss on my cheek asked. "Where are you planning on taking me today anyway?"
That question took me completely by surprise; it led me to believe that it was me she was expecting and that she'd got all dressed up for. But I hadn't told her I was coming that day.
"You were expecting me to be here this morning?" I asked, taken back by the realisation that that actually was the case.
"Of course! The last time you were here you'd said you'd see me again and you mentioned that you'd be in town every six weeks for your company meetings. So I figured you'd be here sometime today! I'm just pleased you've turned up early."
Yeah, well, Stella came out so quickly and boldly with that reply that it never crossed my mind to question it. It rolled off of her tongue so glibly that it had to be true, didn't it?
"Oh, yeah, I did, didn't I," I replied, "and there was me thinking that I'd surprise you today. I guess I was a little too excited about my promotion to remember what I said really."
Yeah, don't say it - like a bloody lamb to the bleeding slaughter!
"Well, we've got all day. Where do you and the kids fancy going? Sam at the café told me that you were planning spending the day with them."
"Well, we could take the children along if you'd like. But I think Sam got the wrong end of the stick. I didn't tell him that I was going out with them today. I guess he thought that I was because normally that's the only reason I ever take a day off. How about it kids? Fancy a day out with a couple of old fogies?" Goldie shouted the last part so that the children could hear.
Toby was up for it in a flash, but Claire was reticent. She did however deign to join us in the end. I'm not sure who suggested Thorpe Park, but the youngsters enjoyed themselves on all the rides there, although it was pretty crowded. We'd only just arrived when Goldie latched onto my arm and I don't think she let go again for longer than a couple of minutes all day.
Claire pulled me up twice during the day for calling her mother Goldie.
"Her name's Estelle or Stella, not Goldie!" Claire said indignantly when her mother had disengaged from my left arm just long enough for a quick visit to the ladies conveniences.
I tried to remember to use her mother's proper name - well, Stella anyway - after that. Of course I knew that Goldie's proper name was Estelle but I'd never heard anyone use it. I'd nicknamed her Goldie when we'd first met and through our teenage years that's what everyone came to call her.
But Claire pulled me up again later when I forgot and called Stella Goldie again. The second time Claire said it to me while Stella had gone into a shop with Toby.
To be honest I was getting a little tired of Claire's hostility, but she was being quite subtle about it; she really only showed her hostility when her mother and brother were not about. I decided to fight fire with fire.
Goldie was somewhat confused when I started calling her Estelle and continued to do so for the rest of the afternoon. She didn't actually say anything, but I could tell that she was acutely aware of it. As time went on Claire began to look a little uncomfortable as her mother looked backwards and forwards between the two of us.
We left Thorp Park as it closed around six-ish. I suggested that we all go for a slap-up meal somewhere, but young Toby suggested that Goldie and I drop the two youngsters back home, then go and have a nice meal together.
"You don't want a couple of kids playing gooseberry on you!" he announced.
Stella gave Claire some money for McDonald's, which was probably Toby's plan in the first place and his reason for suggesting that Goldie and I eat alone.
"What's all with the Estelle bit, Scratch? You've never used my real name in all the years I've known you?" Goldie asked over dinner.
"I'm afraid that Claire doesn't appreciate me calling you Goldie!"
"Oh, she's being a problem, is she?"
"I think she might resent me a little, yes."
"Toby always called me Goldie, but he got it from you in the first place; I'll tell her, perhaps that'll do something. Funny, I thought it would have been Toby who could have been a problem, but he seems to have taken to you quite well."
"More likely he likes getting Big Macs when I take you out to dinner," I observed.
"Anyway let's not talk about the children tonight. How's your old Triumph coming along? Ready for the road yet?" Goldie asked.
"No, there's plenty of work to do yet. Hold on, how did you know that I was getting the Triumph back in working order?" I asked, unable to understand how Goldie knew I was working on it.
There was just the slightest delay before Goldie replied; something that didn't register in my mind at the time.
"Look, Scratch, I'll bet that the last time I saw you was the first time that you'd thought about your motorcycle in years. We talked about old times riding the bike and, well, stands to reason you'd get stuck into it when you got back home again." Goldie smiled at me.
Yeah well, I thought that was a pretty logical bit of thinking at the time as well. But when I looked back on it later, there had been just that slightest pause before Goldie had answered me. Just long enough for Goldie to come up with that explanation. That women's intuition type statement that we men fall for all the time.
The headwaiter came to our table as we finished our meal and asked us if we'd mind having our coffees in the lounge, as he called the bar. Apparently they were very crowded and they had people waiting for our table.
When we got into the lounge Goldie sat beside me. Very closely beside me! She'd done the foot running up and down my calf bit over dinner again, but I'd pretended to ignore her this time. Now she was really pulling out all the stops and when I turned to look at her, our lips met and then all hell broke loose. Shit, I was out of practice and had to come up for air.
"It's been a long time since you kissed me like that," Goldie said.
"It sure has, but you taste as good as you ever did," I replied.
What was I talking about? Goldie had just kissed me, not the other way around. Still, it had been bloody enjoyable, so I went back for another sample.
"Um, I think we're the centre of attention here," Goldie said, sounding slightly embarrassed.
I looked around and, sure enough, I think everybody in the place was watching the two forty year olds sitting there, kissing like teenagers.
"Let's finish our coffee and get out of here," Goldie suggested.
Ten minutes later we resumed our snogging session out in my car. Things were soon getting heavy and we were parked in the main road, with people and cars going past.
"I think we need to take this somewhere a little less public, Goldie," I said catching a glimpse of one guy almost walking into a lamppost because he was staring at us.
"How about Old Redding?" Goldie suggested.
Old Redding is a local beauty spot, popular with courting couples in the evenings.
"Um, I'm a bit old for messing about in cars, Goldie."
"Never, you're as young as you feel. But if you don't fancy Old Redding, how about your hotel room?"
"Goldie! Do you realise what you're suggesting."
"Come on, Scratch, it isn't like we haven't done it before. Who was it who took my virginity in the first place by the way, and that was in a field out Radlett way," Goldie said in quite a scolding voice, I thought. "Besides I'm a grown woman now and, if I fancy a bit of the other, I can have it with whoever I like, and I want you ... TONIGHT!"
It seemed that Goldie's mind was made up. Hey, look, I wasn't going to turn the lady down. And I've got to admit that I wanted her big time. But we weren't in the sixties anymore and we weren't youngsters either. My world no longer revolved around getting my end away with any bird who would let me.
No, nowadays my mind was on other things, like long-term relationships and my children of course. I really wasn't expecting Goldie to jump into bed with me at the first opportunity.
"Goldie, are you sure we are doing the right thing here?" I asked, on the drive to my hotel.
"Scratch, I'm beginning to think you don't want me anymore. There was a time when you'd have taken me in that car beside the road there and who cares who's watching!" Goldie was sounding very annoyed or maybe it was disappointment in her voice.
"No, Goldie, please don't get me wrong, but I've only just found you again and I'm worried that we are going too fast. I think I was hoping..." I stopped speaking my mind in a kind of haze.
'What was I hoping?' I thought to myself. I was being carried along by events here; I couldn't think of any conscious thoughts I'd had about where things were actually heading. I'd loved this woman at one time and meeting her again had raised the old testosterone levels. But where was it all leading to?
Stupid question! I'd wanted Goldie to be mine once, and I still wanted the same thing now, in my subconscious. But I was thinking long-term relationship, not a bit of fun on the side. I wondered what Goldie was thinking of.
At the hotel I led Goldie, not to my room or the lounge bar; that was too crowded. Ah, the hotel library was empty; that would do nicely. Goldie looked at me obviously confused about my intentions when I guided her into the one of the library's big club chairs.
"Two coffees please," I said to the waiter who'd seen us enter and followed us in.
"Scratch, what's up with you?" Goldie asked when he'd closed the door.
I sat myself on the footstool directly in front of Goldie.
"Goldie, I mean Stella, this is important!" I said to her, fixing her eyes with my gaze. "Stella, I love you, I always have. But I don't want to go rushing into anything that's going to come back and haunt us. I would like to build a relationship with you that is going to last; hopefully if we can overcome all of the obstacles, you will agree to become my wife one day."
Stella, who'd been sitting forward expectantly in the chair, lent towards me and kissed me lightly on the lips. Then she settled back and smiled at me.
"Scratch, you always were the biggest dumb cluck of the bunch. I'd marry you tomorrow if you asked. I've always loved you; didn't you know that? We were stupid kids back then, fumbling around in the dark. Don't you think I haven't lain in bed hundreds of times wondering what might have been?
"Don't get me wrong I had a wonderful marriage with Toby but he's gone now, and I've got two children that I love deeply. But there's always been the spectre of Scratch Caisey hanging over everything. You don't know what it did to me when you walked into the café that day."
Goldie stopped speaking when the waiter brought the coffees in, placed them on a nearby table and left again.
"So if you still have a soft spot in your heart for me and I've always loved you, where do we go from here, if it isn't into bed together? Anyway what obstacles are there to us getting married if we want to, Scratch?"
"Our children, Goldie! We'd have to think very carefully about how they are going to accept having a new mother or father being dumped into their lives.



"I should imagine that I could talk Angela and Jimmy round without too many problems. You said yourself that they miss having a woman around the house," Goldie said. "And Toby seems to be quite taken with you; he seems to see you as one of his father's best friends."
"Yes, but it's Claire that I'm worried about. She's definitely showing hostility towards me!"
"Oh, I'm sure she'll come around in the end. We just have to work on her a bit," Goldie said. "Right now if we've got all that lot out of the way, let's drink those coffees, then get up to your room and pretend that we're teenagers again."
The coffees went un-drunk!
+++++++++++++++
"Yes, Angela he's right here! Wake up, Scratch, your daughter's on the phone!"
Something had managed to drag me slowly from my exhausted slumber, I suddenly realised that it must have been the telephone ringing. Oh, shit! I was suddenly wide-awake when I realised that a very naked Goldie, her hair all a-which-ways, was apparently talking to my daughter on my hotel room telephone.
I took the handset from Goldie knowing that I was going to be in for a hard time. I was forever going on at my children about sex out of wedlock.
"Hi, Angela," I said sheepishly.
"Hi, dad. I gather everything went to plan!" she replied, sounding extremely upbeat.
"What plan are you talking about?" I asked.
I could feel my face as it coloured up with embarrassment; it was obvious that my daughter was fully aware that Goldie and I had just spent the night in bed together. And she was old enough to fully understand exactly what we'd been doing in there.
"Oh, come on, dad, I'm not a kid anymore. Two old flames, both widowed, get together after god knows how many years. What else was going to happen? I didn't expect you two to play monopoly all night!"
Goldie was sitting on the bed grinning at my obvious embarrassment.
"You don't mind?" I asked Angela.
"Don't be silly, dad. Jimmy and I can't wait to meet her; when are you bringing her down to see if she approves of us?" Angela replied sounding very exited. "Now let me talk to Goldie again please, father?"
"She wants to talk to you," I said, handing Goldie the phone. I think I was in shock at Angela's reaction to events.
"Put the kettle on, Scratch. Let's have a cup of tea," Goldie said taking the handset from me.
Then the two of them dropped into girl talk, most of which seemed to come from Angela because Goldie was answering her in single syllables and euphemisms that I couldn't quite catch. After putting the kettle on and preparing the cups, I went into the en-suite for my usual morning ablutions.
I could hear giggling coming through the door, so it appeared the two of them were getting along fine, over the telephone at least.
When I came out of the bathroom, I heard Goldie saying, "Yeah, that's a great idea. I'll suggest it to him and see what he thinks. Okay, Angel, I'll speak to you again soon." Goldie handed the phone back to me.
"Hi, dad, she sounds wonderful. I really can't wait to meet her."
"What suggestion did you make?" I asked.
"Goldie will tell you all about it. Now Jimmy and I have got some things to get started on. I'll see you later. Bye, dad."
"What things?" I asked, but it was too late, Angela was gone.
"What was that all about?" I asked Goldie, as I put the receiver back into its cradle.
"I'll tell you later. That sounds like one hell of a daughter you've got there!" Goldie said as she was pouring out the tea I'd set up before I'd gone into the bathroom. I watched as Goldie took a small pill from her handbag.
There was something that was bugging me but I couldn't put my finger on it at first. Then I realised Goldie had called Angela 'Angel' - that was my pet name for Angela. But had she said it with the meaning that Angela was being an Angel, or had she just used that name to her. But then I realised that I often called Angela 'My Angel' in conversation so perhaps Goldie had just picked the name up from when I spoke to her.
"What's that? Are you ill?" I asked. Watching as Goldie took the little pill.
"No, I'm fine," Goldie replied. "I just don't want to hear the patter off tiny feet until we are ready."
"Oh, shit, I never thought of that. We didn't take any precautions, did we?"
"I went to my doctor the week after you came the last time," Goldie replied.
"Sure of yourself, weren't you? I still don't understand how you could be so sure I was coming back again?"
"No, I wasn't sure of myself at all, but I was pretty sure of Scratch Caisey. Let's just put it down to women's intuition and a little help from my friends."
"What friends are those?"
"Three very good friends actually, I'll tell you about them one day. Now let's get back to some serious business whilst we have the opportunity," Goldie said as she climbed back onto the bed.
+++++++++++
Surprisingly it was still reasonably early when we pulled out of the hotel car park. Angela must have called us when she got up to care for the horses.
"So what was this suggestion that Angela made to you?" I asked Goldie.
To be honest I wasn't looking forward to the reception that I expected we'd receive from Claire when we got back to Goldie's house and I needed something to take my mind off of it.
"Well, Angela suggests that you invite me and the children down for the week. She said that you've got a little holiday cottage that you don't use and we could stay in there. Then we'd see what she and I can do about Claire's attitude towards you. Claire could get to know you better as well. A kind of kill or cure week," Goldie said.
When I'd bought the house, an old barn had come with it. Over the years, as and when the money became available, Elaine and I had converted it into two smallish holiday cottages, a common thing to do with the odd old building down our way. The idea was for it to be Elaine's little business on the side; she'd hire them out to holidaymakers in the summer.
We'd only gotten around to finishing one of them before Elaine became I'll. Since her demise I'd lost interest in them. The children had used the completed one as a kind of giant playhouse. Angela, as she got older, often had her friends stay over in it so they could play loud music until all times at night.
"I suppose it's worth a try," I replied. "The kids are off school and college for the summer, so they can entertain your two. But what about your job though?"
"Oh, bugger Sam! He'll have to find someone else to perv over," Goldie said laughing. "It'll be good to get away for a while. I haven't had a holiday since my honeymoon."
"Didn't Toby ever take you and the children away anywhere?"
"Oh, yeah, to Brands Hatch and Donington. Oh, and we went abroad every year, to the Isle of Man for the TT races. Yeah, we had a few holidays with Toby, all right! Don't get me wrong though, Scratch, we all enjoyed it at the time. But we never had a real holiday away from motorcycling whilst Toby was alive and I couldn't afford it since."
Claire was really on the warpath with me and her mother when we got to the house. She didn't actually say anything. She didn't have to; her attitude said it all.
Toby took the news of the holiday with enthusiasm. But Claire, whilst not actually refusing to come, made it plain that she was going under sufferance.
Then the three of them went upstairs to pack whilst I went into the kitchen to make every one some tea, only Claire wanted coffee. It was while I was making the coffee that I began to realise that things didn't really add up. Both the children had to take some time calling friends to cancel dates and the like, but Goldie didn't. Goldie was apparently packed in a matter of minutes where it seemed to take Toby and Claire forever.
Then a more obvious sign caught my eye, more obvious to me anyway. It was my home phone number written on a piece of paper clipped to the kitchen notice board. Yes, I'd exchanged telephone numbers with Goldie when I visited her the first time. But this number had my daughter Angela's name written beside it, not mine! As I was pouring the tea and coffee out, Goldie came into the kitchen but when she left again the piece of paper had disappeared.
Now here's a point for you to remember. There ain't no such thing as smoke without fire, but when you're being manipulated by a good woman, or rather "two" good women, you ain't going to see no smoke. Until it is too late!
I'd smelt the smoke all right, but I hadn't recognised it for what it was. Goldie taking the day off so that we could go out together. Sounded plausible enough, but for one thing: Goldie pointed out that I'd told her I'd be coming up to town every six weeks the last time I'd seen her, but I hadn't taken over as the manager until the following Monday. That meant it was seven weeks since my first visit.
And then Goldie knew that I was working on the Triumph, she didn't think I might be; she knew I was getting it back on the road. The only way she could have known that for sure was if my loving daughter had told her.
"Got you!" I thought to myself; now I know what the hell has been going on. My loving daughter had been playing matchmaker. Now I had a problem. I was angry that I'd been manipulated, but I was extremely happy about the proposed outcome. So what do I do - Get out of my pram or carry on and pretend that I don't know? I chose the later option; I'd break the news that I knew their little secret at my own convenience.
There was one further question that I didn't know the answer to. Goldie had mentioned three friends who'd helped her. One was Angela, another most likely was my dearest son James. But who was the third? I was pretty sure it wasn't young Toby and there was no way that it was Claire. So who was the fourth conspirator. I needed to know the answer to that question before I got around to the confrontation. "Should be some fun when it happens," I thought to myself.
The journey down West was fairly uneventful. Except for the constant tsh tsh tsh coming from Claire's walkman, until her batteries went flat. I drove down the 303 and put a stop in at Stonehenge, which I think surprised Claire; she actually appeared to start to enjoy herself.
I slipped in another brief stop at a public house that I knew near Honiton for a bite to eat. Toby was beside himself with excitement; I got the feeling that he enjoyed the eating in a public house. It was pretty obvious to me that his mother hadn't taken him to one to eat before. Claire treated the experience with a certain disdain; it was clear that she was not unused to being in a pub.
"Are we there?" Toby asked when I finally turned into the lane that led up to my house.
"Yeah, this is it, Toby. It was an old farmhouse until we bought it, pretty run down as well," I replied.
"Whose are those horses?" Toby asked.
"They're ours. We ride up on the moor; that's about the only advantage of living out here."
I caught sight of Claire in the rear view mirror, suddenly awake from her apparent slumber; she was staring at the horses.
"Do you ride, Claire?" I asked.
"She wanted to, but we could never afford the lessons," Goldie said. "My, aren't they beautiful?"
"Well, Angela can teach you Claire. She's studying for her instructor's exam, so it will be good practice for her," I suggested.
"Whatever," Claire replied, trying to sound disinterested. But her eyes as she watched the horses said something completely different.
As I swung in front of the house Angela and James came running out of the holiday cottage, followed by Martha, one of our nearer neighbours. They'd obviously had to call in reinforcements on the spring-cleaning front.
Angela came up to the car and hugged me, then she went over and hugged Goldie. I nearly gave the game away, when I burst out laughing as they pretended not to really know each other.
We did the introduction bit then all of us carried the visitors' luggage into the holiday home. Then after dumping the luggage in the bedrooms every one went over to the big house where Martha had put the kettle on. Only we'd lost Jimmy and Toby on the way; we heard one of the quad bikes start up so I figured it would be a while before we saw the boys again.
Angela must have spotted Claire looking at the pictures of the horses that adorn almost every wall of the house.
"I've got to put them to bed shortly. Do you want to give me a hand?" she asked Claire.
"Um, sure, if you like," Claire said rising from the seat she'd just sat on.
"We'd better find you some jeans and wellies for you then; it's a bit muddy up by the stables," Angela suggested.
"I've got jeans in my bag," Claire replied and was gone from the room in an instant.
"Someone's looking a little happier," Goldie pointed out, after Angela had followed her. "I think she'll soon come around once she gets to know everyone. Mind, having those horses out there is going to be the breaker for Claire; she's crazy about horses."
"I'll leave you two love birds to it then, shall I?" Martha said after drinking her tea surprisingly quickly.
"Thanks, Martha," I replied as she made her hasty retreat.
"Does she think I'm going to jump your bones in front of her?" Goldie asked, after Martha had left.
"Martha's a country woman, Goldie; I doubt there is much that you could do that would shock her. Look, there's four youngsters here now. Martha was not very subtly giving us a little time alone before they return and demand to be fed."
"Oh, bugger, I'd better get started they'll all be starving when they get back," Goldie said jumping out of her seat.
"Take it easy girl, it's all taken care of; I hope your kids like Chinese." I pointed to the Chinese restaurant's home delivery brochure lying on the worktop beside the phone. "I think Angela's planning on us going oriental tonight. She'll call them when she comes back in and they'll deliver in about half an hour. See, we aren't all that uncivilised out here in the sticks."
"So what do we do now? Oh, that's a silly question!" Goldie replied with a cheeky grin on her face.
"I don't think so; the girls could be back any minute. I think a quick tour of the estate before it gets dark would be best, and we can see what mischief the boys are getting up to," I suggested, ignoring the disappointed face that Goldie pulled.
She took my arm as I walked her around my domain. The boys we found plastered in mud washing off the quad bike. I told them to get themselves inside and cleaned up smart-ish. The two girls were finishing off putting the horses to bed; Angela commenting that Claire had caught on to what was required very quickly. Claire didn't say anything to me but did have a sheepish look on her face when our eyes met for a second.
I think Goldie was quite taken by the horses as well, if not a little put off by the size of a couple of them.
"How many have you got?" she asked incredulously.
"Seven here now," Angela replied, "But only three of them are ours. The others are liveries; we can stable about fifteen altogether, but we had to slim down, after mother got ill. I can't look after that many and go to college as well. Mind, if I had another pair of hands available we could get the numbers back quite quickly and they would be able to ride everyday as well."
"All right, Angela," I thought to myself, "You don't have to lay it on that thick for Claire's benefit. She's surely not so thick that she can't understand what you are playing at."
The girls went back down to the house before Goldie and I did. All right, yeah, we did a little necking once they were out of sight. We arrived at the house to find Claire and Angela getting into Angela's Nissan.
"Change of plan,, dad. We're having fish and chips. Claire and I are just going down to the village to get it," Angela said as she pulled away.
"She's showing off to Claire that she's got her own car," Jimmy said when we got into the house.
The rest of the evening went off pretty smoothly. We all ate together, then Goldie and her two went over to the holiday home although it was pretty late.
In the morning I just caught sight of Claire and Toby walking up towards the stables with Angela and James. I saw no sign of Goldie before I went off to the office.
++++++++++++++
"Did you have a good weekend?" Geena asked following me into my office.
She dropped my post on the desk then went over and poured our first two cups of coffee of the working day. Between us we'd go through several pots in the average day.
"I had a wonderful weekend, Geena. I stayed over until Sunday morning and brought a friend and her children down for the week."
"Ah, so you did go to see Goldie again?" Geena said with a grin on her face.
"And just what do you know about Goldie? Where you in on Angela's little scheme?" I demanded.
'So that's it!' I thought. 'Geena was the fourth conspirator.' I know I must have sounded angry because Geena went straight on the defensive.
"Wow, hold on there, Gary? It's obvious that you know what Angela did, but I had nothing to do with her plans. I even refused to go through your address book to find Goldie's telephone number. So please don't get angry with me. She got no help from me other than to let her know the date of your meeting as soon as I got it. I did warn her that she was playing with fire, but she was adamant that it was something she had to do!"
"So you weren't in on the conspiracy then?"
"Other than knowing what Angela was hoping was going to happen and not telling you about it, no. I gave her no assistance at all. I warned her against it actually."
"Well, in a way, I'm pleased that she didn't take your warning to heart. There's something about Goldie that really gets under my skin. If things had been different, I'm pretty sure I'd have married her years ago."
"Are you going to ask her to marry you now?"
"I don't know for sure. My heart's telling me to. But one of her kids - her daughter - has taken a disliking to me. You know that in a situation like that, it can all go pear shaped so easily; the kids can usually find some way of driving a wedge between the mother and stepfather. It might be best if Goldie and I were to just stay as friends."
"Yes, I can understand your worries. I've seen situations like that before, all you can do is hope that the girl comes around in the end. Look, Gary, try not to be angry with Angela, she loves you and she thought that you needed a woman in your life. She said to me that you were on top of the world when you came back from that trip when you met up with Goldie again."
"Damn it, Geena, I'd just been offered the managers job here. Of course I was on top of the world."
"That's what I said to Angela, but she said something about a picture her mother had given her of you and Goldie together. Angela said there was something in your eyes when you looked at that picture. She said it was the same look you always had when you were with Elaine."
"Gary, maybe I shouldn't say this, but did you know that you cried when Angela showed you that picture? She told me she saw tears running down your face. She was only trying to do what she thought was for the best. I tried to warn her that playing with other people's emotions can be dangerous."
Damn, that was true! I hadn't realised that Angela had seen those tears. Seeing that picture and knowing that Elaine had given it to Angela had touched a heartstring somewhere.
"What's done is done, Geena. It's all turned out for the best anyway, I think. We'll just have to see what tomorrow brings. Now we'd better get down to these bleeding targets!"
"So you're not going to punish Angela then?"
"Oh, yeah, she and Goldie haven't heard the end of this. But I'm intending to play with their emotions just a little. A little embarrassment and confusion, I think, will serve my purposes best. And don't you dare let on to Angela that I know what she did."



++++++++++++++
There were no panic-stricken phone calls from home during the day, so I figured everything had gone smoothly back there. When I got home that evening there was no one around, although Angela's Nissan was parked by the garage.
I hadn't been inside long when I heard the bumble of the old Land Rover we kept for pulling the trailers around, as it came into the drive in front of the house.
I must have had a quizzical look on my face as to why Angela had used it to go out in, when I got outside.
"Five in the Micra is pushing things, Dad!" Angela said, as she climbed out of the old LR.
Goldie came up to me and gave me a kiss, then headed for the kitchen followed by the boys both laden with shopping.
"Goldie said that our diet left much to be desired. She's going to cook dinner tonight," Angela said as she followed behind.
"Mr Caisey?" a very quiet voice said from behind me.
It's Gary or Scratch, Claire," I replied turning to look at her.
"I was wondering, could I have a word with you in private?" she asked.
"There's no one here, Claire, but we can go into the cottage or the garage if you don't want to be disturbed."
I followed Claire into the garage.
"Mr Caisey, Gary." Claire seemed to fumble, as if trying to find the words she wanted to use. "I owe you an apology for my behaviour."
I almost asked, "Ah, the horses, big house and just maybe the trappings of wealth have changed your mind, have they?" But I held my tongue. I was pleased that I did shortly. I just stood there waiting for her to go on.
"Scratch," she found a title she was happy using. "Please don't get me wrong. I loved my dad more than anything in the world. But he was pretty much of a good for nothing. All he really cared about was motorbikes and riding them. Oh, he loved mum in his way, but with dad everything - even mother, Toby and me - came second place to his beloved motorcycles and racing them. Mother was always scrimping and scrapping trying to get two pennies together, and my father was spending it on his damned motorbikes.
"When you turned up at the house with mother that day, I thought that you were another biker. Oh, you didn't look like any that I'd met in the past, but you and mother were talking motorcycles. I pretty soon gathered that mother was in love with you the moment you stepped in the front door. Mother wears her emotions on her sleeve. But I didn't want to see her go through all that again. I'm sorry but all the men that I've ever known properly were dad's motorcycle friends. I'm sorry I had you painted with the same brush.
"So you have no objections to me courting you mother now?"
"No, I think you're the best thing that's happened to mother in her whole life. I could kick myself for being such a fool. You'll get no objections from me from now on, whatever you two do."
"Claire, can I ask you something?"
"Anything, Mr Caisey."
"Well, for a start you call me Scratch, anything but Mr Caisey. And secondly do you like it down here?"
"Yes, it's a beautiful place."
"But would you like to live here, out in the country like it is. You know, it's a hell of a change from having the local shop on the corner."
"Scratch, it's quiet and clean. And the view over the moor there is out of this world."
"It's not quite so delightful in the winter, with a force nine blowing, Claire. I can assure you of that, but most of the time I find it better than living in the town. Now I'm going to ask you a favour. Please don't mention what we've talked about here today to your mother."
"But I have to tell I've apologised to you."
"Oh, yeah, you can do that. But don't say anything else."
Goldie sounded pleased when she heard that Claire and I had buried the hatchet.
It was two nights later that I took Goldie for a walk up in the top fields, from where we could look down on the house and stables below
"God, this is a beautiful place you've got here, Scratch," Goldie said.
"Just the setting for three beautiful women to live in, don't you think?" I asked.
"Three?"
"Angela, Claire and you!"
"Oh, yeah!" Goldie replied. "Oh, god, did you just ask me what I thought you did?"
"Well, I could be jumping the gun a little, but it's what you wanted me to ask you, wasn't it?"
Goldie stood there staring down at the farm bellow, but she didn't answer me.
"Well, what do you say, Stella?" I said, taking hold of her by the shoulders and turning her so I could see the tears running down her face. I kissed them away and we stood there cuddling each other whilst she got her emotions back under control.
"Scratch," she eventually said, "how many fields have you got here?"
"Three big ones up here on the top and six paddocks down below near the house. Why do you ask?"
"Oh, I was just wondering whether we should christen them all like we did that field out at Radlett, before the wedding or after."
I looked around to make sure that there was no one in sight.
"Let's christen this one now!" I replied.
Life goes on.
+++++++++++++++++++++++
Epilogue
Almost two months had past since I'd asked Goldie to marry me. Plenty has gone on in those two months. When we eventually got back to the house that evening and broke the news to the children, they were all -- even Claire -- ecstatic at the news.
Goldie and the children stayed for two weeks, instead of the one that had been originally planned. Then I took them back to London so that they could tie up the loose ends in their lives up there and prepare for the move down west. It took another three weeks before they could actually make the big move.
They didn't return to the holiday cottage, but moved straight into the house, Goldie moving in to my room with me and Toby and Claire into two of the spare rooms. Most of Goldie's furniture we put in the unfinished holiday cottage for storage for the time being. Eventually we planned to use some of it to furnish the place when it was completed. Yeah, that plan was back on the agenda, and has since been completed; Goldie, I might add, always refers to it as "Elaine's other cottage."
James was really enjoying himself, playing driving instructor to Goldie, Toby and Claire, in the old Land Rover. If you can drive that old beast around the fields and tracks, you can soon drive anything anywhere. Apparently none of them had ever learnt to drive, because there wasn't the spare cash around to pay for either a car or driving lessons. Besides London has a pretty reasonable transport network that means getting around up there - although time consuming -- doesn't really require a car.
Angela was playing riding instructor to all three of them as well. She claims that Claire is a natural in the saddle and would soon be as good as her. Toby just wants to ride because James can, I think. And Goldie wants to ride out with me on "Legend", Elaine's old mare.
The big day is only three days away; Goldie's parents are due down tomorrow. They are going to stay in the holiday cottage. So tonight is my last opportunity to discover who the fourth conspirator was. I really had to clear the air before Goldie and I took our vows.
The boys were in the house playing computer games or something and Goldie was in the kitchen cooking up dinner. I'd been fiddling with the Triumph; it was running by then, but there is always something to adjust or polish. The lads at the local garage had done an unbelievable job on the paintwork. Somehow they'd even managed to duplicate the scratch on the top of the fuel tank. Goldie had made that scratch with the metal stud on the heel of her stiletto's ... what, must be over twenty-three years before.
I'd just gotten the bike. It wasn't brand new, but it was immaculate. Goldie had come running out of the café to see it. In her excitement she managed to scratch the top of the fuel tank as she swung her leg over, causing me to throw a wobbly. I'd gone on about that scratch so much in the following weeks that the boys began to refer to me as Scratch Caisey. So if you were wondering, that's where the name came from.
Having finished playing with the Triumph, I took a walk up to the stable to see how the girls were coming along, as it would soon be time for us all to sit down and eat together. Half way up there I met the girls coming in the other direction, so I turned to walk back with them. Angela took hold of my left arm and but then suddenly Claire was holding my right. I turned my head and smiled at her.
"Scratch?" Claire said, in that "I want something" tone of voice that most women normally use when they're after something.
"Yes, Claire," I replied.
"Well, I was thinking. After you marry our mother, Toby and me can't keep calling you Scratch. Doesn't sound very respectful, does it?"
"Well, I can't see that that makes any difference," I replied.
"Well, I was wondering ... that's if you don't mind ... I wouldn't want to upset you or anything..."
"We don't seem to be getting to the point of this conversation, Claire," I suggested.
"Claire's trying to ask you if you'd mind her calling you Dad! She's been trying to get up the nerve to ask you all week!" Angela butted in.
I stopped walking and both girls swung around so they were looking straight at me.
"Well, Angel, what do you think of the idea?" I said throwing the ball into Angela's court. The only losers that I could see in this marriage were going to be Angela and James. They'd be losing their exclusivity of my attention. So I thought Angela's input was important on this.
"Well, makes sense to me, dad. I assume that in the long term, you'll be doing the adoption thing as well. It'll be cool when Claire's my proper sister," Angela said smiling.
"Sorry, Claire, I had to ask Angela's opinion first. All I've got to say is that I would find it an honour if you referred to me as dad, or your father.
Claire threw her arms around my neck and kissed me. "Thanks, dad. I didn't know how to ask you, what with the way I behaved when we first met."
We walked the rest of the way back to the house with the two girls skipping along each side of me like a couple of ten-year-olds. Both were still hanging on my arms like grim death.
Goldie informed us that dinner would be about another twenty minutes. "It's all in the oven; we've just got to wait until its ready," she said.
"In that case, family meeting in the lounge right now!" I announced.
There was a little discord from the boys who claimed to be on level six or something, but they were sat around the room with the others pretty quickly anyway.
"Right, family meeting in session," I said.
"Can we...?" James asked.
"No, I've called this meeting for a specific purpose. Well, two purposes actually!" I stopped James before he went off on his usual 'we need a new state of the art computer' request, James's normal opening gambit!
"Firstly Claire has asked me today whether she can call me dad in the future and Angela has brought up the subject of my adopting both Claire and Toby. Are there any objections from anyone to that idea?" I was looking straight at Goldie when I said that.
Goldie's reaction was to cross the room, sit on my lap and kiss me. "Does that answer your question?" she asked.
"What about you two boys?"
"We thought we would be brothers anyway, once you and mum got hitched," Toby informed us.
"So everyone's in favour then?" I asked
Sounds of approval came from everyone.
"Okay, that's out of the way. Goldie and I will see the solicitor as soon as we get back from the honeymoon."
"Now for something very serious." I tried to put on my grave voice. "I have become aware that there has been a conspiracy of sorts in this house, aimed at manipulating my actions."
The six of them looked at each other, but didn't say anything.
I fixed my eyes on my daughter, "Angela, exactly how long after I came back from London on that first trip did you call Goldie and where did you get the telephone number from? I know that Geena didn't give it to you."
Angela was suddenly looking like a deer caught in the headlights. She stared at me for a few seconds and then looked at Goldie - who'd returned to her seat by then -- for guidance I think.
"I ... You ... We ..." were the only sounds that came out of Angela's mouth.
"I got it for her, dad," James spoke up. "When you took Angela and me in and showed us your new office. You and Angela were talking to Geena out in the big office and I slipped back into yours and got the number from your address book thing on your desk."
"So, Goldie, those evenings when I called you for a chat, you'd already spoken to my loving daughter and the pair, or should I say the three of you were planning my seduction," I said, turning my gaze onto her.
Goldie smiled back at me. "Well, if you want the truth, yes, that's about it. Angela was convinced you'd be back, but I can't say I was at first! Don't get me wrong. I wanted you to come up again. I don't think I could have made it any clearer than I did."
"Angel," I said, turning my attention back to Angela. "You've been on at me for a few years to get another woman in my life, so I knew that you thought that I needed a little push. But what I don't understand is why then, just after I'd run into Goldie again. What made you think that Goldie and I would get on together?"
"Give me a sec please, dad," Angela said and left the room. It took her less than a minute to return with that cigar box of hers. Angela opened it and took out an envelope. She looked at it with tears in her eyes and then passed it to me. Martha gave this to me on my sixteenth birthday. The first part is mother and daughter stuff, but the latter part is about you. I think, father, that you should read this in private; come-on, everyone." Angela demanded, and then they all got up and left me alone.
I looked at the envelope that Angela had placed in my hand.
Martha, would you please give this to my Angela on her sixteenth birthday. it said on the outside.
I took the contents out and slowly unfolded them.
My little Angel The first line said and then Elaine went on to talk about mother and daughter things that I don't intend to repeat here. But later the tone of the letter suddenly changed.
I'm feeling terribly guilty about leaving all of you, especially your father. I'm worried about your father and how he's going cope when I'm gone. The thought keeps going around in my head that I've cheated him somehow. I hope and pray he finds another woman to fall in love and grow old with. If he does, I want you to promise me that you will encourage him to take that woman into his life.
I keep thinking that if I hadn't interfered with his relationship with Goldie, he would probably be looking forward to many more happy years with her than I've been able to give him. Baby, if your father ever finds himself another Goldie, don't you let her get away! I bent the rules to get your father from her in the first place; you have my permission to do whatever is necessary to make sure that your father is as happy as he can be in his old age. And for pity's sake don't let him waste his life mourning me when I'm gone. I know what he's like; he'll have the excuse that he's too busy looking after you children to go looking for romance.
I'm not proud. If when the time comes for him to join me, he's got someone else with him, I know he's got enough love for both of us to share through eternity. Oh, don't tell him that I told you that; he never was one for believing in the after life.
I leave him in your care, my daughter.
Your loving Mother.
I wiped the dampness from my eyes then went outside where my now somewhat extended family were sitting around the picnic table.
"So now I know who the other conspirator was," I said, for want of something else to say.
Angela looked at me with a grin on her face. "You always insisted that I do as my mother told me without question, dad."
"Well, your mother was one of the wisest women that I've ever known, Angel. You can never do wrong in my eyes by following her lead.
Life goes on.
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He was in the bar when I walked in that evening, standing at the bar chatting to Phil, one of the other regulars.
"Evening, Ron," Phil called out when he saw me enter.
As usual I nodded back to him and a couple of the other regulars who acknowledged my arrival. The new guy talking to Phil also nodded in my direction as well and being polite I nodded back to him, but I didn't speak.
I picked myself a seat on a stool at the other end of the bar, not really wanting to get into conversation with anyone. Except for George, the barman, who placed my usual pint of draft in front of me without waiting for me to order it. But there were conventions to follow, so.
"Phil?" I asked, just his name being enough for him to know I was offering to refill his glass.
"Thanks, Ron," was all that was needed in reply.
"And you, mate?" I said looking at the new guy.
"Why, thank you, I'll have a still orange if I may?" he replied in what I thought was an unnecessarily loud voice.
"Hey, look, grab a pint quick, whilst Ronny's buying," Phil chimed in. "It's happy hour and it ain't that often the miserable old bugger offers to buy a round."
Phil was right. Most likely I'd buy that first round and then sit at my corner of the bar and sulk for the rest of the evening. Of course I'd be drinking anything that was steered my way.
"No, thank you very much, I don't touch alcohol. I'm an alcoholic!" The new guy announced. I do believe taking everybody in the bar except George by surprise.
"Ex-alcoholic you mean. You look sober enough to me," Phil commented.
"No," the guy said, "there is no such animal, I'm afraid. You're either a drunk alcoholic trying to kill yourself, or you're on the wagon. I'm on the wagon and have been for some years now, but I'm still an alcoholic. One drop of that stuff and I'm on the road to shit street again!"
"Hey, you haven't come to try and get us to sign the pledge, have you? I don't think any of us are that bad yet!" Phil asked.
That question had caught George's attention and he looked in the new guy's direction.
"My god, no, I wouldn't even think of telling anyone how to live their life. Look, you must understand when you've gone past the point of no return; you have to decide yourself when it's time to quit. When an alcoholic gets down low enough, it's him, or her, who has to decide for themselves to climb back up. It took me fifteen years and a buggered liver before I wised up."
George went back to washing glasses.
"So if you're an alcoholic, what are you doing in a place like this? This is a drinking man's pub; most of us come in here to drown our sorrows in the devil's brew," Phil asked.
"Don't I know it; I spent too many years propping up bars like this one. But sometimes I find it necessary to visit places like this. Nowadays I spend most of my spare time doing support work for other sufferers who are trying to straighten their lives out."
Phil looked around the bar. Could be he was looking for any of the regulars who looked like they were getting ready to take the pledge. But I doubted he'd find any in there.
"No," the guy continued, "The person I'm working with at the moment has never been a patron here. Well I don't think she has. Look, do you mind if I tell you a story?"
"Sure, why not," Phil replied. "Anything's better than that bleeding musac, George keeps playing and no one else is ever very talkative in here."
I sensed the guy looking in my direction, probably for my permission to continue as well, but I remained stoically staring into my beer. Whatever my opinion, he continued with his monologue.
"Well, as I was saying I got myself sorted out a couple of years ago now. Much to my surprise my old employer took me back on. I'd been good at my job before the drink got the better of me. It could be I'd been too good or too keen to prove how good I was and I'd taken on more than I could handle. I started to drink far more than I should, I'm sure you all know the scenario.
"Six years later I was living on the streets with no other interest than where the next drink was coming from. That is until one cold night I spent the night in a Sally-Ann hostel. That night the guy in the bed next to me died in his sleep, or should I say his drunken stupor. You know it was while I was stealing his half-empty bottle that it struck me just how low I'd sunk. Christ, I was steeling booze from a dead man!
"This bottle of booze!" The guy pulled an almost empty half bottle of whiskey from his pocket. "I carry it with me all the time to remind how low I'd sunk. I've never touched another drop of alcohol from that day to this!"
The guy looked around the bar again, probably to see how many of us were listening to him. I don't think he saw me watching him in the mirror.
"But that's not why I'm here tonight. It took me some time to put my life back together and there the Sally-Ann came up trumps and helped me a lot. Those people showed me the way back, but it wasn't easy for them or on me. But once I'd achieved my goal, I thought I needed to keep myself busy and try to help other folks in the same position that I had been in.
"Like most alcoholics I'm a member of AA, I attend regular meetings and I'm still very much in touch with the people at the Sally-Ann. Some weeks back they asked me to go to an AA meeting with a woman who they thought might be getting ready to take the pledge. Look, some folks take a little longer than others, they know what they should do, but they need the prop in life that the booze gives you.
"This woman was showing all the right signs, but she needed support; a little extra help to take that final very big step. She is surprisingly young and - if she had looked after herself - would be considered quite beautiful. I didn't know why she'd taken to drink at the beginning and I didn't care. I thought my job was to help her stop drinking.
"We went to the AA meeting, but she had obviously had a few drinks that day. Probably she thought that one drink would help her summon the strength to attend. But for alcoholics one is never enough. She'd obviously had quite a few before I collected her that evening and I could see that she wanted some more before we left. She didn't get any booze from me.
"The next day, I went to the hostel early in the morning and found her eating or rather picking over her breakfast. I had the idea of trying to stay close to her. The evening before, I'd known she was drinking but she'd tried to hide it from me by slipping in the ladies to take her poison. I thought if she still had the pride to try and hide her drinking from me, she might really want to stop drinking.
"I suggested that we go for a walk after she had eaten. I'll tell you now she gave me a real funny look."
"Why would a handsome man like you ask a drunk like me to go for a walk?" she asked. "Look, mister, you'd better understand, I might be a drunk, but I'm not easy. It was some smart mouthed man who put me in the position I'm in today. He plied me with drink until I didn't know any better and then had his way with me. The man I loved heard about it and threw me over. I couldn't live without him, so I took to this stuff to forget him."
She opened her bag and showed me the cheap bottle inside.
"So if you've got any ideas of feeding me booze until I'm out of my head and then having your way with me, you'd better forget it; drunk or sober any guy who tries it on with me gets to taste this!"
Then, she suddenly pulled a wicked looking knife out of her pocket and waved it under my nose. Mind she obviously was or had been a fine looking woman once and probably could be again if she sorted her act out. But as she was at the moment, a man would need a strong stomach, if you know what I mean.
"Take it easy, young Jill," I said to her. "I have no thoughts in that direction, I can promise you. Look, I was where you are now not too long ago. I stopped drinking and I've got my life back. I think you're very near the point where you're thinking the same way."
"Why, what's the point? What have I got to look forward to? I had a life once; I had a man that I loved and who I thought loved me; I was looking forward to having a family, children of my own with. But he didn't want a slut who slept around on him, even if it was only once and unintentionally. He was a proud man and I let him down; I destroyed any trust he ever had in me. What life have I got to look forward too without him?" she sadly explained.
"We went for our walk in the park and I let her talk all she wanted, all about how she loved the guy and how he just hadn't been able to forgive her. She didn't drink that morning, or in the mornings I've met her since; when she's talking about the man she loves, she doesn't drink. You know I think if he could find a way to forgive her - not take her back, but just forgive and talk to her - I believe she might get past her drink problem. She might, just might find the strength to get some kind of life back."
"Maybe you should find the guy and have a talk to him," Phil suggested.
"Sounds easy, doesn't it! But tell me, how do you explain to a man that it is possible for someone who loves him to make a simple mistake? The woman he loved and who loved him very much let her guard down just once, and forgot to watch who was feeding her the alcohol. How do you find that man in the first place? And then how do you ask him just to talk to the woman and try to find it in his heart to forgive her. Not take her back into his life, just tell her he forgives her for that mistake.
The guy stopped speaking and the room went silent.
"So you think that if you found this guy and he told her that he forgave her for sleeping with this other guy, then this woman would stop being an alcoholic?" Phil asked.
"No, my friend; it doesn't work like that. I told you, an alcoholic is an alcoholic for life. No, that man forgiving her might be the kick she needs to start her on the way back up. She's very close and I feel sure that is all it would take."
"Well, I wish you luck, mate. You know, I should imagine the guy's pride took a pretty good beating when he found she'd stepped out on him. Even if it was just the once like she says."
"Oh, it was only the once, I can assure you. You see apparently her man walked in on them whilst they were actually in bed together; there was a fight between him and the seducer in which her man came off best. He then walked out of her life and refused to even speak to her again.
"She claims - and I believe her - that she was so intoxicated that night, she actually thought she was in that bed with her man. But as he would never speak to her again she couldn't convince her man of that."
"Ah, I'll bet she's just saying that," Phil commented. "Probably jumped into bed with any Tom, Dick or Harry who was available when her old man weren't around."
"Somehow I don't think so, my friend. If she was promiscuous by nature, she'd be even more so under the influence of drink. And when the itch itched and she was short of alcohol, she'd be only too happy to put it about as they say. Drunk or sober this woman is as chaste as a nun, believe me."
"Well, I must be away," the guy said. "If I stay in here much longer the fumes will set me down the road again. Don't you just love the smell of a good pint. Good night, All!"
Then the guy left us in peace.
I sat there for another hour or so nursing my fourth pint of the evening, and turned over what the guy had said in my mind.
'You know, the way you've been going the last few years. You could turn out to be an alki yourself if you're not careful!' I thought to myself.
Emptying my glass, I slipped off my stool and headed for the door.
"Going home early tonight, Ronny?" Phil commented.
"Yeah, that guy got me thinking about how much of this stuff I pour down my throat. See you guys," I said as the door closed behind me.
It must have been a three-mile walk to the old Victorian building. I'd seen the place plenty of times but I'd never thought I'd have reason to visit it. I went up the imposing stone staircase and into the front lobby. A face appeared at the little window that acted as reception.
"Yes, sir, can I help you?" the young woman asked.
"Yeah, I'm looking for a woman," I said.
"There are a few here, sir. Has she got a name?"
"Sorry, yes, Jillian Boon, or she might be calling herself Carpenter."
"Yes, sir, we have a Jill Carpenter registered. Who shall I say wants to see her?"
"Ronny Carpenter," I replied.
What was going to happen next I didn't know? But life must go on!



        In The Mirror I Saw Her

        Another bar another story.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/in-the-mirror-i-saw-her

Title: In The Mirror I Saw Her

Author: The Wanderer

Category: Non-Erotic

Description: Another bar another story.

Tags: cheating, confrontation

Series: In The Mirror I Saw Her


I thank my LadyCibelle and Techsan for their patience, proof reading, and editing skills and of course encouragement.
*
I was probably on my forth or maybe fifth pint of the evening - I wasn't exactly counting -- and I had been staring down at the almost empty glass thinking that it was about time it was filled up again, but when I looked up to catch the barman's eye, I saw her reflection in the mirror behind the bar.
How long she'd been standing there, I have no idea. But our eyes met the moment I raised my head.
She looked somehow bedraggled, not her usual immaculate self that I'd been used to seeing in the previous two years. She was still as beautiful as ever, but her eyes looked sunken. And I'd say, that since I'd last laid eyes on her two months previous, she'd lost a couple of pounds in weight that she couldn't really afford to.
For a few seconds neither of us moved, we just stared at each other in the reflection of the mirror. Then she seemed to straighten her back; she got a little taller, taking herself to her full five foot three inches. I watched her as she took a deep intake of breath, then strode confidently, but somehow at the same time tentatively, towards the empty stool beside me.
"Can we talk?" she asked, as she climbed onto the stool.
"Can't see that there's much to talk about, Susan," I replied.
"Please, Pete? I need to explain, if only for my own peace of mind."
"Then explain; I'm not deaf!"
"No, Pete, not here, everyone can hear. Can't we go somewhere more private?"
"I like it here - all my friends are here. And George over there does a really good job of keeping my glass full. Don't you, George?"
The barman nodded in our direction, letting Sue know that he could hear every word that was exchanged between us.
"Your friends aren't here, Peter; they are back at the institute and the university, where you should be."
"No, they're all my friends, all neatly lined up in rows on those shelves. And George only has to pull on that pump handle over there and some more of my friends come out to play. It's a good pint he serves up here. Hey, George, this one's nearly dead; you'd better earn your keep."
George picked up a fresh glass and pulled me another pint. "Anything for you, Miss?" he asked, as he placed the glass in front of me, whisking away the empty one.
"I'll have a brandy please? I think I'm going to need it!" Susan replied.
"Your tab, Pete?" George asked.
"Does it look like I've got a choice?" I commented.
George picked up his pen and made a quick note on the little pad by the till.
"Pete, can we at least sit at a table or in one of the booths back there? I really need to explain," Susan insisted.
"If we must, but I can't see the point," I said reluctantly, sliding off of my perch and onto my feet, and just a little unsteadily as well. "Make sure no one nicks my spot, George; this shouldn't take very long." To be honest I didn't really want George hearing this exchange either.
Susan led the way to one of the booths at the back of the bar, the only one that wasn't already taken. She slid daintily in on one side of the table and I collapsed onto the bench opposite her. Then I leant against the seat back, and waited for her to say her piece.
Susan took some time composing herself. I assumed she was getting her probably often-rehearsed little speech right in her mind.
"I'm sorry, Pete! It was a mistake; I shouldn't have let it happen," she finally said.
I do believe she expected me to say something in reply. But to be honest I was too pissed -- in both senses of the word, drunk and angry - to come up with the comic repartee in reply, that I'd like to have done.
After waiting a few moments Susan went on. "You know who he was obviously?"
That question I could reply to. I wasn't quite that drunk yet. "Yeah, of course I do. I'd seen the pictures of you and the fucker around your mother's house enough times."
"You hurt him badly, you know?" she informed me.
Not something I didn't know; I'd injured both my hands in the process.
"Yeah, well, he and you hurt me pretty bad yourselves. What was I supposed to do? Shake his hand as say 'Hi, Gordon, I'm Pete and that's my girl you're shagging there?' If the bugger had stayed down when I put him down the first time, he wouldn't have got hurt half as much as he did. But the arsehole thought he was a tough guy, didn't he? He forgot all about the old saying the bigger they come the harder they fall."
I could see tears forming in Susan's eyes as the scene was brought back into her mind's eye.
"No, your lover boy thought he was going to wipe the floor with the little archaeology student; only to find out he'd picked on a geek who knew how to look after himself. The bastard was lucky I never killed him. And then he goes running to the police!" "Not exactly running, Peter; they took him to hospital in an ambulance, and me as well!"
That surprised me, "You as well? But I never touched you!" I said defensively.
"Of course you didn't, I know that. Dumb-arse fell on me when he was trying to get up, dislocated my shoulder in the process."
I do believe my face must have cracked a little, and I almost smiled at the thought. Sue must have been watching me closely and she noticed the change in my expression.
"It wasn't funny, Peter; it hurt a lot! Still gives me trouble now, sometimes; and the doctor said it could dislocate again anytime in the future, if I'm not careful."
"Well, if you hadn't been in bed with the bastard in the first place, it wouldn't have happened, would it? So don't go trying to lay the blame on me."
"Oh, god, Peter, I wasn't doing that! I was trying to explain how the police got involved. The ambulance men called them, when they saw the state Gordon was in. You realise you broke his cheekbone, don't you?"
"So, I busted a couple of bones in my hands in the process, so I would call that even, wouldn't you?"
I instinctively felt my right hand, the one that was still giving me grief, with my left.
"Not exactly. Gordon lost four teeth as well, you know," Susan said, reaching out toward my right hand, I can only assume to inspect the damage.
Instantly I dropped my hand below the table, out of her sight and reach. "Is that all? I was hoping for all of the bloody things; teach the git not to grin at me like that again."
"When did he grin at you?"
"When he saw me standing at the door. He thought it was quite funny, him fucking you whilst I was standing there watching."
"Sorry, I don't understand. I didn't know you were watching us. How long were you standing there, watching us?"
"Dunno, a couple of minutes maybe."
"And you did nothing, said nothing?"
"No, I was waiting for the opportune moment."
"I still don't understand. What opportune moment?"
"Just before he thought he was about to cum in you. That's when I thumped him the first time. The wanker thought I was a fucking voyeur or something, and had a bloody great grin on his face. Kind-a lost that though when I hit him, didn't he?"
"Oh, god, you not only caught us, but you stood there and watched as well."
"So?"
"But I was your girlfriend. We were going to get engaged and married," Susan exclaimed. "And you stood there and watched another man having sex with me."
"No, you weren't. You hadn't been my girlfriend for several minutes by the time I got to your bedroom door. I heard you the moment I entered your flat that day; I know the sounds of Susan getting shagged extremely well. Actually you were a lot more vocal than you normally are that day, really enjoying yourself. You should have discovered that watch you gave me ground into the kitchen floor. You ceased being anything to do with me the moment you got into that bed. Shit, the instant that you met him that day if I'd known about it."
"Peter, surely you don't mean that. You came to the bedroom. You hit him!"
"Of course, he knew you were my girl when he entered that room, didn't he? I mean, you never told him it was all over between us, did you?"
"Of course I didn't, Peter. I love you. We were going to get married."
"Yeah, going to. And he knew that, but you still climbed into that bed and he climbed in there with you. He knew full well the kind of risk he was taking. Jesus, he was lucky I didn't kill him; you know there are some blokes who would have. He deserved everything he got. Now are we finished? Can I get back to some serious drinking?"
"No, we haven't finished, Peter. I haven't explained to you how I finished up in that bed with him yet. I'm hoping that you might understand," Susan said.
"Susan, you don't have to explain, I can work it out for myself. I was supposed to be away on that dig for two weeks, and you got lonely. Gordon, your old boyfriend turns up in town, you decide to forget about me, have a good time with him whilst I'm away and shag the bugger; that's all there is to it!"
"No, it wasn't like that at all, Peter. It wasn't really a spur of the moment thing, it was something that.... Oh I don't know, it was something that I felt I had to do, I can't really explain."
"So what's the point in you being here; unless it's to rub my nose in it?"
"No, no, I didn't mean to say that, I must explain. You must forgive me."
"All right if you must explain what you can't explain then get on with it. I haven't got all night to sit here listening to your tripe."
A kind of resigned look came over Susan's face. Mind I couldn't see it properly; I was trying to look at her as little as possible. Of course, even seeing the woman was upsetting to me. This had been the woman I'd planned to marry and spend the rest of my life with, until that night.
"Pete, you know that Gordon and I were together for a long time."
"Yeah, well, I couldn't really not know that, could I? Your mother has pictures of you and him together, scattered liberally all over the house. And she's forever comparing what I do to what he used to do. I should imagine she's a happy woman now that you're back with him."
"I'm not back with him, Peter, and I never will be. I can't be sure he set that scene up that you walked into, but I suspect that he did somehow. I will never speak to him again, that I can promise you."
"You've broken too many promises for me to take that statement seriously, Susan."
"I know, but it is one promise that I will keep. Now please let me try to explain this to you without interruptions, Peter. This is hard enough as it is."
I almost said 'but you invited a reply,' but decided against it.
"Gordon and I were together right from when we met back in school. He was my only boyfriend, before you, and I thought that I loved him. I still do think that I loved him in a way, but nothing like how I love you. I do believe that I loved him like a brother, but not having a brother, I never did realise it. And I hate what he made me do that night."
I think that touched a raw nerve, in me. Susan just insinuated that Gordon had somehow forced her to have sex with him the day I had caught them together. That would have been rape and from what I'd seen there was no way Susan was being raped that day. Although there was something about the scene I walked in on that day. Something had niggled away in the back of my mind. Something that I had never been able to put my finger on. And I still couldn't.
Susan must have noted the slight change in my demeanour; she faltered in her diatribe and started crying. I handed her a clean hanky from my pocket. It was an instinctive gesture, not meant to show any concern. She cried for a little while and then wiping her eyes took a deep breath. Then staring at the table in front of her, she continued.
"Just after my father died - you know Ralph is my stepfather?" She looked up for my affirmation.
"Yes," I replied.
Susan's eyes dropped back to the table. "Well, just after my dad passed away, a girl who lived a few doors down the road from us got pregnant. She was only fourteen, a year older than me at the time. Anyway mother started to get paranoid about Gordon and me and what we were getting up to. We'd been hanging around together since we were twelve, and my mother got it into her head, that if Sally Roberts was having sex with her boyfriend, then it stood to reason that Gordon and I would before much longer, if we hadn't already.
"So my mother collared me one day and gave me a long lecture about sex and babies. You can guess the sort of thing I mean." She looked up at me again, but this time I just nodded.
"Well, what it all boils down to is that I promised my mother that I would never have sexual intercourse with anyone, let alone Gordon, until I was twenty-one, and I had finished my education. Unless I had gotten married in the mean time, that is."
That struck a cord with me. It had been the night of Sue's twenty-first birthday party that she'd dragged me back to her flat and almost raped me. She had however, not completed her education at that time and was still a student at the university. I said nothing, and let her continue with her story.
"Mother made me promise that to her, on my father's grave. Literally she had me stand there in the cemetery with my hands on father's memorial stone and promise the both of them."
Susan looked up at me again, and stared into my eyes.
"I kept that promise, Peter! Gordon and I ... well, I thought I was in love with him; we did just about everything short of the actual deed itself. Well, you must have worked that one out for yourself. I wasn't exactly unskilled in the art of making love when we met, was I?"
"Nope!" I interjected.
"Gordon and I came very close to doing it a few times, quite a lot of times over the following years actually. But I always managed to stop, somehow. I'd remind him of my promise and unfortunately I kept on promising him that he would be my first when the terms of that promise were fulfilled. I thought it was a safe promise to make. At the time I really thought that I loved him. But..."
She stopped speaking and the tears started running down her cheeks again. Looking down at the table again, she wiped the tears away.
"But then I met you at the university. I hadn't been interested in boys there; I was being true to Gordon. I avoided even speaking to most of the guys there, except for the professors. I thought I was being true to the love of my life.
"But then I was having problems with that German course, and professor Kolinsky suggested that I joined the group that you were tutoring. She told me that you had grown up in Germany, spoke the language fluently and the year before had been asked by a few friends to help them with their grammar and conversation. She'd approached you about doing the same thing that year as well and you'd agreed. So I came along to that first meeting."
"I knew it the moment I first saw you. I was even more sure, the first time you opened your mouth to speak. Some folks say that there's no such thing as love at first sight, but I know when our eyes met that day, you felt exactly the same way as I did. I knew that you were the one man for me and that I was the only girl you'd ever love as much as you do!"
Again Susan stopped speaking and looked into my eyes again.
"It's still there, Peter. I can see into your heart, when I look into your eyes."
"What my heart feels and what my mind tells me I must do are two entirely different things, Susan. You know that!"
"Regretfully I do, Peter. You're a proud and stubborn man. I think I'm going to go to my grave regretting that and the stupid thing that I did."
Her eyes dropped to looking down at the table again.
"I knew that I was in love with you and that I didn't really love Gordon at that first meeting. That night I wrote to him and told him it was all over between us. I couldn't pursue your love and still be emotionally attached to Gordon.
"He wouldn't accept it to start with. I can't blame him; we'd been together for almost ten years. But I realised it was just a school thing that we'd never got around to breaking off. I'd been going with Gordon because I'd always been with him. It had been comfortable and I hadn't had to look elsewhere. Then you came along and I realised what a big mistake I'd been making."
Once again her head lifted and just for an instant our eyes met again. That instant was enough for me to know that what she had said so far had been the truth. Then her eyes dropped to the table's surface again.
"Gordon wouldn't accept that it was over between us. He came up to the university and tried to persuade me to change my mind. He even got my mother to give me a hard time over dumping him. That was before we got together though, so I never told you about how I sat in my room and he cried his eyes out like a little baby. Honestly he almost convinced me that I should take him back, but I knew my heart was somewhere else, even though we hadn't said more than two words to each other at the time."
Susan took a sip of her brandy.
"In the end Gordon appeared to accept that it was over between us. Then you invited me to see that German film and all thought of Gordon went out of my mind. Remember you took a group of us to that funny little cinema?"
"Yes, they show a lot of continental films there. Most of the students find it helps them to get used to the speed the language is spoken at."
"Then we stopped in that pub to discuss the film and I sat next to you." "Almost on my lap, if I remember rightly."
"Well, I had to make sure you knew I was as interested in you as you were in me."
"How did you work that one out? I treated everyone in the group the same."
"Wishful thinking, Pete. Didn't you notice that Helen got up and moved so I could sit next to you in the pub that night. They all knew that you were going to ask me out; we just didn't know when."
"That obvious, was it?"
"Yes, to everyone but you. Well, you invited me to dinner and ... well, there's not much point in discussing that. Other than to say that they were the happiest two years of my life. You know that on my twenty-first birthday I broke my promise, don't you. I just couldn't wait any longer, Peter; I wanted you to know how much I loved you."
Susan looked into my eyes as she said those words, then dropped her eyes to the table once again.
"But when I went home that Christmas my mother must have been snooping in my bag and she found my birth control pills. I lied to her and told her that I was taking them to control my cycle; I made up some rubbish about not being regular and that it was giving me problems studying. She didn't believe me, of course. I didn't think she would; but it kind of saved us arguing over me breaking that promise.
"Anyway I believe that she told Gordon that you and I were having sex. And to cut a long story short he started calling me and giving me grief about the promise I made to him and how I'd broken that as well. He kept going on about how he still loved me and that I'd promised him that he'd be my first. Honestly, Peter, he was hanging a real guilt trip on me, about breaking my promises to every one: my mum, dad and to him."
"Then that day he was waiting for me outside the lecture hall. I have no idea how he knew I'd be in there. He made up some story about being in town doing a story for his newspaper. You knew he was a reporter for the local rag in our home town, didn't you?"
"No, I had no interest in the guy, Susan. But maybe I can recall your mother mentioning he was a writer one time. It didn't really register."
"Well, that's what he does. He's one of the reporters on the local rag. Gordon told me he'd been doing some research on a story in the university library and he wanted to buy me lunch. The thought never entered my head that he must have known you were out of town or I'd be eating with you.



"I couldn't see any harm in having a bite to eat with him, so I said yes; that was my first mistake. We went to the pub near the lecture hall - you know, the Irish one. What's it called - O'hannahan's or something? Anyway we ordered and sat talking. He didn't lay the guilt trip on me at first, just talked about when we were kids together and about my dad. I was so bloody stupid I couldn't see what he was leading up to. After we ate he ordered more drinks and we still kept on chatting."
"I'm going to be honest here; I don't remember how many drinks I actually had. Some of the crowd came in and sat with us for a while. They bought drinks as well so I kind of lost track a bit. You know what it's like in those Uni pubs - everyone drinking all the time."
"Look, I'm not accusing Gordon of doctoring my drinks or anything. But I can usually handle my beer better than that. By about six o'clock when I went to go home I was really unsteady on my feet. Gordon, more in a brotherly way than anything, told me he'd better walk me to my flat, I was that unsteady on my feet. I couldn't very well refuse; I could hardly stand up, but that was my second mistake.
"He drove me to the flat, helped me inside, sat me in the lounge and then went off to make me some coffee. I can remember him bringing me the coffee and I did notice that he didn't have one himself. That's important, if you are going to believe what I think happened later. That single coffee cup has bearing on all this."
Once again Susan took a quick look into my eyes. I wondered why she couldn't look at me all the time. Then I remembered the embarrassment I'd felt when I'd broken a window as a child. I hadn't been able to look my father in the face as he chastised me about it. It had been an accident, but it happened because I'd been stupid. I'd been playing football right by that window; what you might call a recipe for disaster or an accident that was guaranteed to happen. Susan must have realised that she'd walked into what happened that day with her eyes wide open and she was embarrassed to explain it all to me.
"Gordon sat on the sofa with me and then he started going on about broken promises again. I know I should have asked him to leave then. I should never have gone to lunch with him and I should never have allowed him to drive me back to the flat. My only excuse for the last one is that my judgement was impaired with the alcohol.
"He really laid the guilt trip on me then. Keeping on about how we'd come so close, so many times, but he'd always stopped, because I'd promised him he'd be my first when we got married. But looking back now with a clear head, it wasn't Gordon who brought things to a halt. It was me reminding him of that promise, I'd made."
"I don't know.... I honestly don't remember whether I agreed to go to bed with him or I passed out and he carried me there. It was all like I was dreaming of when he and I were together. Even the way he spoke and the things he said were like he used to be when we were young. Except that he didn't stop when I reminded him of that promise. Then I was suddenly aware of what was happening. Gordon, to put it bluntly, was fucking me on our bed. That's how I thought of that bed, Peter; that was our bed."
Susan started crying again. But this time she took a considerable amount of time to get herself under control.
"He was kissing me and telling me how much he loved me and then he said, 'He's not going to have you. You're mine,' and started driving into me so hard that he was hurting me. That's what you heard, Peter. Not a scream of lust, but screams of pain. I had bruises all over my legs and pelvic area to prove it. That's why you weren't charged with assaulting Gordon. The policewoman I spoke to said that I could have had Gordon charged with rape. No one was going to believe those bruises were caused during consensual sex.
"Gordon agreed to tell the police that his injuries were caused when he fell down the stairs. Providing I didn't press rape charges. Anyway he was fucking me one minute and then he wasn't, You were there hitting him every time he tried to stand up. I think he broke his cheekbone when his head smashed into my dressing table so hard that he broke it. You were shouting, he was shouting and I think I was shouting as well. But god only knows what any of us actually said. Then as quickly as you appeared, you were gone again." Susan looked up yet again but she didn't break contact with my eyes after that.
"The ambulance came. God knows who called them; I know I was in no condition to. And then the police turned up and Gordon and I were carted off to hospital. That's about it. There was a lot of talk between myself, a nurse and the doctor, about my bruises. So they called a policewoman in, I told her all about you finding Gordon and me in bed together, and how I was terrified you were going to get into trouble.
"It was the policewoman's idea to scare the backside off of Gordon with the rape accusation. She was very nice to me, that girl. You know, she went looking for you at the police station later, but you'd already been released. It was her who found out that you were here and told me; I think she could get in trouble for doing that."
"Is that it? Can I get back to my drinking in peace now?"
"No please, Peter; bear with me for a few more minutes, please. I was kept in the hospital overnight, and then because I was feeling so upset about it all, I went to Marge's flat with her when they released me. Somehow Professor Kolinsky heard about what had happened and she turned up at Marge's flat. Actually Ron Fillmore was looking for you because you hadn't turned up at the institute. Jean Kolinsky put two and two together and came looking for me to see if I knew where you were. I gave her the whole sorry story.
"It was Jean who went to my flat and took the coffee cup to the labs. The point is, Peter; they said there were traces of some chemical in there beside my bloody sweeteners. Those damned sweeteners though stopped them finding out what it was. Jean wondered whether Gordon put something in that coffee, that made me lose that half hour or so. But there is no way in hell to prove it either way."
"There's something else you should know as well. Ron Fillmore says that a local newspaper reporter turned up on that dig the morning before all this happened. Ronny told us that he distinctly remembered telling the guy that he had to close the dig down, because he'd dug as far as his permit would allow. He says he's sure he told the guy that the whole team and that includes you, would be pulling off site and going home the following morning."
I'll give you one guess who that damned reporter was. He set it all up. Peter, Gordon must have guessed that you'd come straight round to my flat. He did whatever he could that day to ensure you'd find us, him and me, in a compromising situation."
"I was stupid and I let it happen. So I've really got no one to blame for losing you, but myself. But I can't live with the thought that you're going to destroy your career over this, Peter. If you don't show up at the institute before long, Ronny Fillmore will have to dismiss you. You must go back, Peter. You'll never get another place like you've got there."
"You don't have to worry about me. Jean Kolinsky has arranged for me to finish my studies at Newcastle. I won't be around to embarrass you. I'm not going home to mother anymore either. I told her that you were on that dig and she must have informed Gordon; how else would he know where to find you.
"Now I'd better go, I've got a train to catch; I've said what I came here to tell you. The most important thing is for you to get back to work at the institute before it's too late. I wish you the best in the future, Peter. I'll always love you, you know."
Susan reached out and took the hand that was holding my almost empty glass. She pulled it towards her and gently kissed the back of it. Then she stood and walked out of the bar.
I sat there for a while staring into my empty glass, trying to get straight in my mind what Susan had just told me. But suddenly I was disturbed by George placing a full glass on the table and taking my empty away.
"Better bring me a scotch, George; a big one. I think I need it."
George just nodded in reply and went back towards his little domain. I picked up the pint and downed most of it in one go. But as I lowered the glass from my face I saw an old man drop into the seat opposite me. The old bugger must have been well into his eighties.
"Well, son, what are you going to do?" He asked.
"Sorry?" I replied, not understanding what that old codger was talking about.
He reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out a hearing aid. "Sorry, son, but this thing picks up every bloody word said within twenty yards. I couldn't help but overhear what your young lady said to you."
"Now I know it's none of my business, but I'd hate to see you make the same mistakes as I made. You see I was out in the far east during the war, got married the day before the buggers shipped me out. Five ef-ing years I was out there and when I came back, well, I was told that my wife had stepped out on me with a bleeding Yank. Only once, she swore on her mother's grave, in all the five bleeding years I was gone. But I was a proud bugger, too ef-ing proud; I dumped her and walked away.
"She found someone else eventually, and had a couple of kids by him as well. Me, I couldn't find anyone I loved like I'd loved her. I've spent the last sixty years regretting the bloody day I walked away from her. It was my bloody pride and I knew it but, you see, I couldn't get passed it."
The old boy stopped speaking when George came over with my whisky.
"An' then, about ten years ago now, someone told me she was in a hospice. Dying of cancer she was! I don't know why I went to see her, but it was something I felt I had to do. She was just as pretty as the day we walked down that aisle together and, Jesus, if she didn't tell me she'd always loved me. She told me she'd married that other bloke because she wanted to have children, not because she loved him. She even named both the kids after me and my mother."
The old boy stopped speaking for a moment and fixed me with his eyes.
"Don't make the same mistake that I did, son. That glass your holding won't keep you warm on a cold night. All it will do is destroy you. Think about what that girl just told you. She didn't lie to you; she was straight out that she didn't know whether she did or didn't get into bed with him of her own volition."
"And think about what she didn't do. She didn't beg you to take her back, she knows how proud you are, so she didn't even ask. But she did ask you to go back to your job and she's moved herself away so that her presence won't embarrass you. All she's thinking about is you, son, not herself. If that ain't love, I'm buggered if I know what is."
The old guy's eyes settled on the whisky, and I pushed it towards him. It was gone in one gulp.
"One last thing before I leave you with your thoughts, lad. There's only one train left to go out of town tonight, and that don't leave until eleven. You've got an hour to make up your mind lad, whether you're going to be a sad old git like me, or live a full and happy life with a woman who loves you."
With that the old boy got up and walked away. I sat there for another twenty minutes or so trying to think what I should do. Then I stood up. I'd had enough drink for one evening and I needed out of that bar. But when I got out of the door onto the street, I discovered that I had an important decision to make at that moment. Do I turn left to my digs to pick up my stuff and return to my college? Or, do I turn right for the railway station?
You tell me, what would you do if you were me?
Life must go on.
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Determinedly I turned to the left and began walking towards my digs. "What Susan had done with Gordon couldn't be forgiven, could it?" I found I was saying to myself, out loud. It could be I was talking to myself a lot as I walked along. Looking back I can remember several people giving me curious looks.
As I walked I past a courting couple snogging in a shop doorway, the thought, 'Another mug to the slaughter,' crossed my mind. 'Women: you can't trust any of them!' I said to myself.
But suddenly I was roused out of my thoughts by the raised voice of a young woman further along the road.
"So what's it got to do with you who I go out with?" she shouted. "You don't own me; we aren't engaged or anything. If I want to go out with him I can. And there's sod all stopping my going to bed with him, if I feel like it either."
"But you're my girl!" a young man's voice replied.
"No, I'm not, mister! Not until that ring's on my finger, I'm not," the young woman replied angrily. "Oh, yeah, you're pretty good at talking about getting engaged and making all kinds of promises to me when you're trying to get me into bed. But where's that ring that you keep talking about? Look, I do love you, Jim; but I'm not letting you string me along like this any longer. When you put that ring on my finger and name the day, we'll be exclusive. But until you do that, I'm a free agent, and don't you forget it."
"But, Donna...."
"Don't you go Donna-ing me, Jimmy Harper. Two bloody years you've being saying that you'll buy the ring, but it's always next week. Three times I've been into different jewellers to get my finger measured so's you could surprise me with it. But do I ever get that surprise? No, the only surprise I get is finding you chatting up that tart, Sally Greenwood!"
"I wasn't chatting her up, honest. We were just... you got a problem, mate?" The young man had spotted me standing there and realised I could overhear their conversation.
For a moment I didn't know what to say to him, but their conversation had gotten me thinking about what the old boy in the pub had said. These two were on their way to splitting up because the boy had been undecided. The girl was right; they weren't engaged but they had talked about it.
Susan and I hadn't been engaged but we had talked about it as well. But as the girl pointed out they hadn't made any kind of legal promise to be faithful to each other. I suppose there was a kind of moral promise, but surely that is a kind of technicality. I couldn't recall ever asking Susan to be - Christ, how do you put it? - in a monogamous relationship with me. Hey, she'd even dumped her guy, before she'd even contemplated going out with me. But I'd taken a couple of women out, after the first time I'd taken her to dinner.
"Yeah, I have got a problem!" I replied to the guy. "Is that your car?" I asked, motioning to the car I had the feeling they'd both gotten out of before I'd heard them arguing.
"Yeah, why?" he replied.
"Look, Jimmy, I need to get to the station before eleven." I looked at my watch; it said a quarter to. "Fifteen minutes! Shit! Can you get me there?" I asked, waving a fiver in his direction.
The young man's eyes lit up. "I can try, but it's pushing it some!" he replied.
In a matter of seconds all three of us were in the car and Jimmy was doing his F1 stunts around the inner ring road.
"What's the rush?" Donna asked from the rear seat.
"Donna, there's a girl about to get on the eleven o'clock train. I need to buy her an engagement ring in the morning. You two having your row reminded me of the fact." I smiled back at her.
"Oh, nearly let her get away, did you?" Donna asked.
"Yeah, I think I might have, if Jimmy doesn't get us there in time."
We saw that the train was pulling into the station, as we got close. "Jimmy, I need another favour. If I don't get off of that train before it pulls out, could you pick me up at the next station down the line?" I said proffering a twenty this time.
"He'll be there, don't worry, or he won't get his hands on this!" Donna said, snatching the note from my hand.
I jumped out of the car before it had fully stopped and then ran out onto the platform just as the train began to pull away. Running alongside, I managed to open the nearest door and dived inside, landing somewhat unceremoniously on the floor.
The train was picking up speed as I made my way through the carriages until I found Susan sitting there staring out of the window. I just stood there looking down at her.
For a mile or so the railway ran alongside the main road and I watched Jimmy and Donna's car race ahead of us. But shortly the railway dropped into a hillside cut and the embankment blocked off the light from the streetlamps. In doing so the window turned into a virtual mirror. I watched as Susan caught sight of my reflection. Her eyes raised until they were looking directly back into mine reflected in that makeshift mirror. Then suddenly she realised who was standing there staring at her and turned quickly to look at me.
"What are you doing here?" she asked.
"Well, there's a couple of friends of mine who I do believe are going to the jewellers in the morning to buy an engagement ring. I was wondering whether you felt like coming along as well so I could buy you one," I replied.
"Do you mean that? You're not trying to get back at me or anything, are you?"
"Susan, I don't chase bloody trains halfway around the town for the fun of it. Now where's your bag? We have to get off at the next stop and I can feel the train slowing down."
------------------------------------------------------
Donna and Jimmy were honoured guests at our wedding, and Susan and I were honoured guests at theirs. We are also godparents to Donna's little girl, who came along a bit quicker than anyone expected. The plan is that they will be godparents to Susan and my first born as well.
By chance I was able to be instrumental in getting Jimmy a better job with a company that the university does some research for. Not that I ever do anything for them, but some of my friends do. They had to move up country near to Susan and me, but both of them appear to be pleased with the move.
Well, that's about it. Except that Susan does talk to her mother again now. It was the point that the old boy made about life being too short that made me push her on that. If Susan had cut her out of her life completely, she'd most likely have regretted it in the years to come.
Life goes on, but we never know for how long!
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It was a strange feeling to get whilst sitting in an open-air nightclub in the mountains not far from Naples in Italy. Oh, you know the sort of place all geared up for the tourists and all very plastic for my liking really. But the crowd I was with wanted to visit the place so I'd gone along for the ride.
Some old bird -- well, I don't suppose she was that old really, and she had some figure on her actually, but if she'd been a stripper, I probably would have been a lot happier -- was giving it the vocals on what was supposed to be a traditional Italian folk song. Anyway I think the guys were just about getting the idea of why I'd suggested that this excursion was one that we could do without joining. I had done this same cruise more than once in the past.
I was on the cruise with a bunch of friends from the office, some husbands and wives, some couples who were thinking about it and a collection of waifs and strays -- of both sexes who hadn't found anyone who could put up with us for very long. Yeah, you got it, mostly divorcees. Whether the committed ones thought that some of us might connect or not, I don't know, but when the trip was being planned we were sought out and invited to attend.
I'd done this cruise the year before, with a pal of mine. He'd got lucky and found himself a tasty widow from up north somewhere. They even got hitched after the holiday and were still going strong. He'd been accepted by Betty's children as a replacement daddy and was appearing to be enjoying the job.
I'd hung around with Betty's sister, just to... well, to give the lovers a little privacy. Yeah, I scored with Betty's sister but there wasn't any chemistry there, if you know what I mean. It was more like a fifteen-day one night stand.
Anyway, having lost my best prowling buddy, I joined this party on the cruise this year hoping I might get lucky and find my dream girl like Mike had. Or, at least, score a few nights during the trip. Okay, I'd bedded Carol, one of the women from accounting, and Jean, a pretty young thing who was married to a guy from sales who got seasick on the first day. How the hell anyone can get seasick on one of these modern floating islands they call cruise ships I will never be able to understand; the things don't rock and roll at all - well, not in the Med anyway. But the bugger recovered and found his sea legs pretty quickly, bringing an end to that little game.
Anyway that might explain why I was sitting in an open-air nightclub that evening, but it didn't explain the feeling that I'd suddenly got. I'm sure you know the feeling; the blood flow to your ears suddenly increases, and they feel hot. Most folks say that it's a sign someone is talking about you, but I'm pretty convinced that it's a kind of in built radar telling you that someone is watching you. Yeah, the blood flow to your ears increases because you are aware that you are being scrutinised.
I checked the likely candidates. Jean's husband who might have sussed that I'd banged his wife most of that first afternoon. Nope, that silly bugger seemed to be enthralled with the warbler on the stage. Carol, perhaps, was hoping for a rematch this evening? Nope, she was eyeing up the lump in one of the ship's entertainment coordinators' trousers and he was eyeing up her front suspension. I figured I'd not get another look in there on this trip.
Everyone else at our table was watching the tits rise and fall on the warbler as she sang - well, she did have an impressive pair, almost as good as Carol's, but with a lot less covering them.
So I looked around at the people sat at tables near our own, twisting and turning to survey them all. No, there was no one looking at me. Everyone appeared to be staring at the stage trying to get some clue as to what the warbler was singing about; or maybe watching those tits, wondering when they were going to fall out.
I turned back and tried to concentrate on them myself, doubting that they would fall out; she probably wore the same dress every night. And if they hadn't fallen out since the previous year when I'd last been in that club, they were unlikely to put in a showing that evening. But I suppose there has to be a first time for everything.
But I couldn't even concentrate on that wish. I still had that damned feeling and my ears were burning even hotter. I looked around again, standing up this time so that I could see the tables further off. But no eyes were cast in my direction.
"Was-up?" Ronny Fisher asked as I sat down again. Ronny was my cabin partner on this trip.
"Dunno, Ronny. I got the feeling someone's watching me!"
"Ears burning, are they?" Carol asked. She must have noticed my fidgeting as well.
"Yeah, they are. Damned disconcerting it is too!" I replied to her.
"Probably some hot Latino woman who's hot for your body!" Carol joked.
"Well, It ain't going to be you tonight, that's for sure!" I whispered to her having leant close. "I've been watching you eyeing up that guy's equipment!"
Carol elbowed me in the ribs and then acted as if she hadn't heard me.
I kept getting the feeling several more times during the rest of the evening. Especially when I slipped out to the gents. I made my way back to our table slowly and only after surveying the whole crowded nightclub from the door. But no one appeared to be looking in my direction.
On the coach ride back to the ship the uneasy feeling I'd had in the nightclub subsided. But I will point out that there were a good half a dozen or more coaches, with maybe three or four hundred people on them. Anyone could have been emanating the waves, or whatever they were, that I'd picked up on in the club.
I found myself stopping on the ship's gangway whilst going back on board, because for an instant I got the feeling again. I looked around but now there were hundreds of people looking at me, wondering why I'd brought the cavalcade back on board to a halt.
"What gives with you?" Ronny asked when we got to one of the bars for a nightcap. I do believe that I was still scrutinising everyone who entered the bar.
"Dunno, Ronny, must have been a disturbance in the force." I smiled at him, trying to make light of my behaviour.
"Do what?" Ronny asked looking at me as if I'd gone completely gaga.
"You remember 'The Force' in 'Star Wars'. Obi One said he felt a disturbance in the force. Well, in the nightclub... I dunno, I felt a presence of some kind."
"Darth Vader!"
"What?"
"It was Darth Vader; he said he felt a presence that he hadn't felt for many years," Ronny corrected me.
"Yeah, you could be right! I felt there was someone in that club tonight that I knew and it frightened the arse off me."
"Why did it frighten you?"
"Dunno really. Probably because I couldn't see them."
"Or didn't recognise them. Probably one of your old conquests." Ronny suggested.
"Shit, I hope not. Damn bad form, old boy, to forget the face of a woman you've laid," I joked.
"Jesus, John, what you got? A filofax for a brain? Carry a bleeding photo album in your head or something? You're always on the bleeding prowl." Ronny grinned at me.
"Just because I'm on the prowl, Ronny, don't mean I get that lucky all that often."
"Anyway quit worrying. There were a couple of coaches from some place else there tonight. Whoever made the disturbance in the force could have been on one of them."
"I don't think so somehow, Ron. I got the feeling again when we were coming back on board."
Ronny and I finished our drinks and decided to call it a night. But not before I'd taken another good scan of the bar.
When we woke the next morning the ship was at sea, heading for Palma in Majorca. I was up very early, much before Ron made a move; he'd be snoring away for another couple of hours.
Dressed in my tracksuit to ward off the sea breezes, I took my morning run on the track around the top deck. Probably not the five-mile run that I did every day at home; I just ran until I was bored of passing the same joggers again and again. Then I headed for one of the open-air pools and put in a few laps whilst it was still almost empty. There was a much larger pool below decks, intended for serious swimming, but I liked swimming in the open air.
After a shower I joined Ronny and the rest of the gang for breakfast, before Ronny and I donned our swimming costumes and headed out on deck to catch some rays and watch the bikinis go by, near one of the pools. We hadn't been there long before Carol and her cabin mate joined us.
Both women took a swim then Ronny and I applied sun block to their bodies and they did the same for us. It was while I was applying the sun block to Carol's back that I got that damned feeling again. Whether I faltered in my labour or I tensed up, I'm not sure. But Carol was aware that something had happened.
"You all right, John?" she asked.
"Yeah, it's just..." I was saying.
"The force again?" Ronny interrupted.
"Yeah," I said looking round.
"Blond about sixteen and wearing a little yellow bikini," Ronny announced.
"What are you on about now, Ronny?" Carol asked.
Ronny who'd been lying on his back whilst Gloria, Carol's cabin mate, massaged sun block into his chest, looked across at Carol and me who were both staring at him.
"I just spotted her looking over that rail up there. She was definitely staring at you, John. I didn't think you were into the young-uns!"
"How old?" I asked.
"I'd say sixteen, but it's difficult to tell with these young ones, when they are in them tiny bikinis, isn't it. She could be anything from an older looking fourteen year old to a young looking twenty something. No matter how old she is, she was checking you out."
"Nah, you got it wrong. I don't mess with kids, never have," I told him, assuming Ronny had gotten it wrong. After all, he wasn't wearing the glasses that normally adorn his nose in the office.
"Well, I could be wrong, but I'd swear she was looking at you, and from what I heard I figure you felt that disturbance in the force about that time."
"The force?" Carol asked.
"Forget it, Carol, it's a kind of private Joke. Here, your back's done. Do you want me to do your front?" I asked.
"Oh, yeah, and we'd be off the bleeding ship the moment it docks in Palma!" She grinned up at me.
It was later that morning. The four of us had got dressed and were thinking about grabbing some lunch. I can't remember why we took a turn around the top deck before going down to one of the restaurants, but we did.
"There she is, just about to dive in the pool!" Ronny said as we came to the part of the deck that overlooked the deep pool I'd swum in earlier.
I watched the shapely young woman make a perfect dive off of the board.
"Do you know her?" Carol asked me.
"I don't think so," I replied. "She looks familiar, in a way. But Ronny and I have been studying the scenery since we got on board. I could have seen her on deck here anytime in the last four days."
"Yeah, all this naked flesh don't do us dirty old men's memories any good," Ronny chimed in.
Gloria said something to Ronny who turned a funny shade of red, until she put her arms around him and gave him a hug that he somewhat enthusiastically returned.
Ronny, much to my surprise, was turning into a bit of a ladies' man, not the forty something year old nerd he always appeared to be around the office. I'd noted that Gloria and he appeared to be getting along very nicely together.
Good luck to them I thought, I knew that they were both single, although I wasn't sure whether Gloria was a widow or a divorcee. She had a few years on Ronny, who I don't think had ever been attached to any woman. But should Cupid decide to fire one of his little arrows, then good luck to the pair of them.
Carol and I looked at each other, her facial expression and a quick movement of her eyebrows saying that she agreed with me.
"I think I'd better share your cabin tonight. Maybe we can push these two into making a move," she whispered to me.
"What about your Captain Birdseye?" I asked, remembering the way Carol had been eyeing that member of the crew in the nightclub the evening before.
"I think he prefers younger blood. John. Could be you're stuck with me; unless that guy in the flash suit shows again."
Carol was referring to some guy who'd given her the eye the first night on board. But we hadn't laid eyes on him since. It was a big ship, more like a floating town actually. God alone knew how many thousand people were on board. Not really my style but it was cheap as cruises go.
Thousands of people there might have been, but after Ronny pointed that girl out to me, I seemed to see her everywhere. When I was running on deck in the morning, in the cafeteria or restaurant we used for lunch - there were several. And in the à-la-carte restaurant we used for our evening meals, although she was usually escorted by a young man when I saw her eating. It appeared to be a different young man at almost every meal.
After our stop in Palma, the ship passed through the straights of Gibraltar and headed out to cross the Atlantic for the Caribbean.
It was on our first evening in the Atlantic. Carol, Gloria, Ronny and I were ensconced in one of the nightclubs quite early. I think the rest of our party had gone to watch a show. We hadn't been there very long and Gloria and Ronny were dancing when medallion man suddenly made an appearance.
"Don't look now, sweetheart," I whispered to Carol, "but the man of your dreams has just walked in. I'll make myself scarce!"
I stood up and headed for the bar, taking my drink with me. Medallion man -- probably an unfair description -- got a drink from the same bar then surveyed the nightclub. It didn't take him long to spot Carol sitting alone and in an instant he was heading in her direction. When he got there he invited her to dance. 'Oh, well, lonely night in bed tonight,' I thought to myself.
I thought it prudent to buy Gloria and Ronny another drink then sort out another empty table not too far from the one that we had been sat at. When the music stopped they headed for our old table and then spotted me at a different one, franticly trying to attract their attention. They got the message and joined me.
"What's up?" Ronny asked as they sat down.
"Carol's hooked her fish, I think," I told them.
Gloria looked around and saw Carol returning to the table with her catch. "I don't understand. I thought you and Carol were together," she said.
"No, Gloria; we were just giving you two love birds some room to manoeuvre. And maybe push you into sharing your cabin with Ronny." Gloria turned an interesting shade of pink and Ronny looked as if he didn't know where to look.
"Come on, kids, loosen up. You're having a good time together out here, aren't you?"
They both agreed that they were. "Then bugger it. Carol and I felt you'd be able to keep each other company when you get home as well. Damn it, you two pussyfoot around each other in the office all the time."
Probably I shouldn't have said that but after some discussion -- that included some very plain English from me - they agreed that they were very attracted to each other. So much so that Ronny bought Gloria an engagement ring in one of the jewellery shops on board, before the cruise was over. But that came later.
God knows where Carol slept for the rest of the cruise. Because just after they all got up to dance again, things took a very unexpected turn for me and I lost track of her antics.
I think I was looking around trying to decide if there was any totty worth going after. Well, let's be honest here - if there were any women about who might want to dance with a forty year old has been. Oh, I kept myself fit and I don't suppose I looked too bad, but I'd never considered myself handsome.
Anyway completely without warning she sat herself in the chair next to me. The young blond girl who I'd kept seeing for the last couple of days. She had a very serious expression on her face, a look of determination, that for some reason I thought I'd seen before somewhere.
"Are you Jonathan Kingdom?" she asked.
"That's me, but you have me at a disadvantage, young lady," I replied.
"Good, that's where I want you!" she snapped back at me. Damn it, if my fingers had been outstretched, I think she might have bitten them off.
"Well, what can I do for you, young lady?" I asked, thinking I would see what she wanted and then get rid of her as quickly as I could. There are laws against old men and young girls getting together, even at sea.
"Why?" she asked.
"Why what?" I replied.
A question with a question, that's always a good strategy even if I had no idea what the girl was talking about.
But then she delivered the blind-sided blow that took the wind right out of my sails.
"Why don't you know who the hell I am, father?" she demanded.
I do believe at this point I sat there with my mouth agape. I know I had no idea what to say to the daughter that I had never seen, well, not close up and not for many years. But I also realised that there was no mistake about it; she was Katherine's daughter without a doubt. That's what had been so familiar about her.
After some struggle, trying to get my emotions back under control, I came out with the most stupid idiotic statement that anyone could make in the situation.
"You had a father, a damned good one by all accounts. What would you want to be involved with me for?" I said, trying my best to sound confident.
"He was never my father, you were! But you never, not once, came to see me. You never sent me one birthday or Christmas card. How could you do that?"
"Samantha!" I sputtered.
"It's Sam! Everyone who knows me, knows that I like to be called Sam. But you don't, you never even bothered to find out," she raved on at me.
I was pretty lost for words and was stumbling about trying to think of something to say. But things were just about to get a little more complicated. I could see that Gloria and Ronny were on their way back to the table. I was watching them coming out of the corner of my eye, somehow hoping they were somehow going to rescue me. But a few feet short of the table they stopped, their attention taken by something happening behind me, then I noticed Samantha look up as well.
"Don't you speak to your father like that, Sam!" Katherine's familiar voice commanded.
In a second I was out of my seat and had turned to face her. "Hi, Kath, I didn't know you were on board," I spluttered for want of anything else to say.
Well, what do you say to the woman who had kicked you out of her life nearly twenty years before.
"Hi, John, long time no see! I recognised you at the airport, but you didn't see me. You were too busy with your friends."
"That was very remiss of me, I'm sorry," I said, completely amazed that I hadn't spotted my one time wife.
"There were hundreds of people there, John, and you weren't expecting to see us. Christ, what is it, nearly nineteen years?"
"Eight years, Kathy. I used to stalk you sometimes until you moved to the US."
Kathy smiled. "And you never knew that Sam and I came back?"
"No, how would I know?"
"I would have thought your solicitor would have told you."
"Why, he just transfers the money from my account to yours. I don't think I've seen the bugger in years."
"May I... we join you for a little while, John? I'll try to ensure that our daughter keeps a civil tongue in her head."
I introduced Katherine and Samantha to Ronny and Gloria and we all sat down.
"I want to know why you never came to visit me, father. What kind of man can sit ten feet from his ex-wife and daughter all evening and not recognise either of them?" Samantha demanded again with real emphasis being placed on the word 'father.'



If the deck beneath me had opened up and I'd been dragged down to hell, I would have cheered.
"Just a moment!" Ronny interrupted. "If you don't mind me pointing it out, but this is a night club, not the place for a discussion like I believe you are about to have. Please all of you, hold everything right there." Then Ronny was out of his seat and heading towards one of the stewards standing at the bar.
Both Gloria and I knew Ronny well. A nerd he might be, but he was an organiser in our place of employment, one of those people who comes into his own in a crisis!
In a few moments he was back. "There's a kind of conference room down the corridor. I've fixed it so you can talk in private in there. Follow me please all of you," he said in his 'do it now' tone of voice that no one could mistake.
"Do you want us to be a party to this?" Gloria asked, when we got to the room.
"John might not feel outnumbered," Katherine suggested, before I had a chance to speak.
I just shrugged; this was all completely out of my control.
Gloria came in and sat beside me, but Ronny stationed himself outside the door from where he could watch but not hear through a window in the door. He said he'd keep our drinks topped up and went off to get a fresh load.
"Well, are you going to answer my question?" Samantha asked once again.
I looked at Katherine but she sat there, poker faced. I took a deep breath.
"Samantha, when I got out of prison you were five years old. From what I saw you were happy, and you were calling your mother's husband dad. I couldn't see any sense in confusing you and interfering with your mother's life when she was so happy."
I was looking Samantha right in the eye, but I couldn't help but hear Katherine take a sudden deep breath. I looked at her but she still wore that poker-faced expression that she'd worn all through the divorce, my trial and for several months leading up to both.
"All I would have done by sticking my nose in was upset the apple cart again. I'd made a big enough mess of things before the divorce and I figured there was just no sense in causing any more agro. But please don't think I didn't care for you or about you. I used to sneak up and watch you at school, where no one knew who I was."
There was the sound of another intake of breath from Katherine's direction.
"And I arranged for my solicitor to send your mother enough money - once I'd earned it -- that you should have a tidy sum stashed away by now."
I looked at Katherine to confirm my statement about the money.
"Sam knows about the cash, John. It's all in a trust that she can't access until she is twenty-one," Katherine confirmed.
"Why were you in prison, father?"
"That's a long story, Samantha. I don't think we need to go into all that," I replied trying to dodge the issue.
"I think we do, John," Katherine said quite sternly. I looked at her. "Go on. She's never heard the full story. I didn't think it was right to tell her from my point of view. Although Frank stuck his ore in when Sam asked him, of course. We had a big fight over that, didn't we, Sam?"
I looked back to my daughter who suddenly looked very sheepish.
"Well, you wouldn't tell me, so I had to ask Frank!"
"I told you, at the time that I only saw one side of the picture, I saw what I thought was true. Even your father didn't know what had really happened at the time and I got very angry. But then your father nearly killed that man and I began to think that I might have been wrong."
"But why didn't you go back to my father then?"
"Because it was too late. In my blind anger I'd married Frank and John had... well, he was in prison. Besides I didn't fully realise what had really happened until you started asking questions about who your father was. When I thought about it properly all the pieces fell into place, but my bridges had been burnt by then. All I could do was wait until John came looking for us when he got out of prison." She turned her head from Samantha and looked into my eyes. "But he never came!"
"Start from the beginning, John. Tell Sam what happened. She needs to know and she deserves to hear it from you. I made mistakes, and I might not explain it fairly."
"You didn't make any mistakes, Kathy."
"Oh, but I did, John. I didn't trust you when I should have done. I didn't listen to your excuses; I went racing off to the nearest solicitor and divorced you. Not for a second did I think to give you a second chance or wait until you could find out what had really happened yourself. Then after the divorce when Frank came sniffing round, I married him when I was on the rebound. I never loved him and I was his trophy wife, until he found a younger model. Oh, yeah, John, I made a damned sight more mistakes that you ever did, believe me. I didn't even have the decency to bring your daughter to visit you in prison, just because Frank objected to the idea."
"Okay, I'll tell it as best I can. Samantha, your mother and I had been married a couple of years..." I began.
"No, John, right from the beginning, from when we first met!" Kathy interrupted.
"But you've told me about when you and he met," Samantha commented.
"I've told you how I remembered it, Sam. Your father might have seen some things differently than me. And besides I doubt Gloria here has heard the story."
"I'm just here as an impartial witness, to keep things even," Gloria said with a horrified look on her face.
"All right, if you insist, but I can't see what difference starting the story from the beginning will make. Samantha, I first met your mother when her family moved into a house down the road from my parents' place when I was about ten."
"You were eleven and I was ten!" Kathy corrected me. I could see this was going to be like things had been back when we were together. 'You tell the story, John, and I'll correct you.'
"Okay, I was eleven and your mother was ten. All the children in the street hung around together and played silly games. Kathy was quite a tom boy back then."
"Only because I needed to be, to stay close to someone," Kathy interrupted again.
"Kathy?" I said. "Who's telling this damned story?" She got a coy look on her face and sat back in her chair.
"Anyway we all went to the same schools and just grew up together. There was a problem though. I fell for your mother when we were both very young really. I couldn't tell her because... well, she was one of the boys and you don't get soppy with your mates. Well, we didn't back then."
"Anyway I wasn't what you call a great scholar and your mother was. So I left school at sixteen and found a job in the office at Westlake's where I still work now. Your mother was clever and went on to sixth-form college as they called it back then. "
"Didn't get me very far though, did it?" Kathy interjected.
"You got your A levels; that's a damned sight more than I got, girl! Anyway whilst she was at college Kathy took up with Frank..."
"We just went out a few times."
"Kathy!"
"Well, just a few times, that's all!" Kathy insisted on saying. Personally I thought it was many more than could be described as a few. They were together for nearly two years off and on. Whatever, I didn't push the point.
"Then when we were eighteen, we ran into each other at a Christmas party."
"Some run into. I had to insist that Frank take me there!"
"Whatever, you were there with Frank and I was there with..." I couldn't recall the name of the girl I was with.
"Beverley Roundhouse!" Kathy said with a triumphant tone to her voice.
"Yeah, Beverley!" I agreed.
"With the big knockers!" Kathy added.
"I never noticed," I lied. "Anyway how come you remember her name? You didn't even know her."
"There are some people's names that a woman never forgets, John. Am I not right, Gloria?"
Gloria agreed with Kathy, and for an instant I thought that something else passed between the two women that I didn't grasp. It could be that Samantha understood it as well, because all three women were smiling.
At that time Ronny came in with a tray of drinks for everyone. He smiled, kissed Gloria on the cheek and then left the room again. I think I wished he'd stayed; I was feeling outnumbered by women by then.
"The party, dad!" Samantha prompted me.
It didn't strike me at the time, but Sam had called me "dad" for the first time. If it had, I might have understood the whole point of this charade.
"Oh, yeah, well, it was Christmas and someone had put up the mistletoe like they always do. I was coming back from the little boy's room and just by chance," I heard a snigger off to my right where Kathy was sitting, "I ran into Kath right under the mistletoe in the doorway. Well, I'd never kissed her at the time so I asked her."
"You asked me?"
"Yeah, didn't I?"
"No, I had to ask you, twice!"
"Well, I'd imbibed a few that night. Well, whoever asked who, we kissed each other under the mistletoe."
"Some kiss! The girls told me later that we were at it for nine minutes. Until everyone started cheering and shouting," Kathy said excitedly.
"Yeah and then Beverley stomped out of the party, and Frank invited me outside for a little chat."
"Well, you bested him, didn't you?" Kathy said.
"Yeah, but I got a couple of bruises myself in the process."
"And I kissed them all better for you."
"Yeah, you did that as well. I never felt a one of them until the next day. I couldn't see properly out of my right eye for weeks."
"Anyway, Sam, to cut a long story short, I discovered that night that your mother felt the same way about me as I felt about her. Well, I thought she did anyway."
"What's that supposed to mean? I was crazy about you. I always had been!" Kathy blurted out.
"And Frank?" I asked.
"Oh, Frank was supposed to make you jealous and come chasing after me. But that never worked, so I went for the direct approach."
"So you never had any feelings for Frank?" I asked.
Kathy thought for a moment. "Oh, yeah, I liked Frank a lot. But I had no illusions; Frank thought of me as - what do they call it? - arm candy! Frank was always shooting his mouth off; he had to have the best of everything, and, well... I was one of the best looking girls around at the time; you've got to admit that. I could have been as thick as a brick and Frank would still have wanted to be seen with me."
"And if I hadn't kissed you under the mistletoe that night, you would have married Frank a lot sooner that you did," I suggested.
"No, John, I probably wouldn't have married him at all. I was pretty determined to get you some way or the other. I'm sure I would have dumped Frank before too long and then sneaked up on you some other way."
"But you would have still married him after the divorce!"
"No, I don't think that would have happened either, John. Frank never forgave you for making a fool out of him that night at the party. I don't think he forgave me either! The moment he heard we'd separated, he was around the house like a shot, being all helpful and supportive. You know how upset and angry I was and he made damned sure that I didn't forgive you. Looking back on it, he virtually railroaded me down the aisle the moment the divorce was final."
"Then that damned court case came up and I realised that we'd both been tricked. I saw the way you looked at me in that courtroom, and I knew that you'd never forgive me for marrying Frank. What could I do, but try to make the best of a bad job?"
"I appreciated you being there, Kathy. Well, to be honest, I didn't at the time; I thought you were gloating. But I understand now."
"Oh, god, no, I gathered from the newspapers what had happened. But if we are being honest they said that you nearly killed that man. I thought that I'd made you like that. Maybe I did, but when your defence barrister laid the story of that trip out in court, it was then I realised what a fool I'd been. And you were looking at me as if you wanted to kill me as well."
"Look, I'm sorry, parents! But this mutual recrimination isn't explaining to me how you came to divorce in the first place, is it, Gloria?" Samantha interrupted us.
Gloria didn't actually reply. I do believe that she was wishing that she was somewhere else.
"Sorry. Go ahead, John, tell her!" Kathy said.
"Right, I was working for Westlake's and at the time they were in partnership with a Japanese company setting up a plant in Korea. Your mother and I had been married for - what? - two and half years."
"Two years seven months the day you flew out there," Kathy said with confidence.
"I was twenty two and had worked for the company since the day I left school. You could say I grew up in the firm. Old man Westlake was alive then and he ran the place like a big family. But it was outgrowing him and his attitudes. I'd better explain; he was a lay preacher at the Methodist chapel. He had very - er, a very narrow minded approach to morality and he couldn't abide alcohol."
"We played a little game in the office. No one ever admitted that they drank and there was never any hint of anything like affairs or anything among the married staff. Jesus, even the unmarried ones, if they did go out together, wouldn't dare hint that they slept with each other no matter how old they were.
"Yeah, I can remember what it was like. Mr Westlake was still around when I joined the firm," Gloria suddenly entered the conversation.
"Yeah, well, I didn't know at the time but some of the guys seemed to think I was a goody two shoes and old man Westlake's favourite. Of course I got on with the bugger; I'd known him twice as long as any of the others in the department. Even if I was one of the youngest."
"Anyway six of us had to go out to Korea to help sort this bloody plant out. We were with this group of Japs most of the time and they worked damned hard and played hard. That damn sake of theirs has a kick on it like a bleeding horse. One of the guys in our team - well, I don't know - perhaps he was jealous of me because Westlake was always seeking me out to talk to back at the office."
"Near the end of the trip we all went out one night with the Japs to this karaoke bar and, well, we got completely plastered. To cut a long story short, I woke up in a Korean brothel in the morning. I had no idea how I'd got there or what I did. But I brought your mother home a little present from Korea that neither of us expected. To cap it off Kathy became pregnant with you at the time, and they had all kinds of problems dealing with it."
"How could you do such a thing? Now wonder you divorced him. I don't blame you one bit!" Samantha exclaimed, and began to rise out of her chair. The look she was giving me told me that as far as she was concerned the meeting was over.
"Sit down, Sam!" Kathy ordered in a tone I'd never heard her use before. Well, maybe when she first discovered she had a sexually transmitted disease, she might have. But I was in a kind of never-never land at that time myself and sort of lost track of things.
"Tell her the rest of the story, John. The bit we never knew about until it was too late to go back," Kathy ordered.
"Is it necessary, Kathy? Samantha knows why we divorced now," I said.
"But she doesn't know why we shouldn't have been, does she?" Kathy said still in that hard tone.
"All right, but it doesn't change anything."
"Yes, it does. It explains why you made a mistake and I made a major error. I'm sure if I'd waited, giving myself time to calm down and you'd discovered what he'd done then we never would have divorced."
"Well, Sam, it must have been about three months after the divorce was final. And I'd got word that Kathy had married Frank. I was pretty pissed off about life in general and I'd even thought of ending it all a couple of times."
There was another deep breath taken on my right.
"I was in one of the offices we used as a storeroom one day. I can't remember what I was looking for. The photocopier was in the office next door and the connecting door wasn't properly closed. I could hear a couple of guys chatting whilst they did some photocopying. One of them was telling the other how he'd slipped me a Mickey out in Korea and taken me to this cheap brothel whilst I was out of it. He'd taken pictures of me with a couple of pros who worked there. His idea had been to drop some of them around the office, and ruin my reputation with Westlake.
"Then I heard him say, 'I didn't need to in the end. Johnny golden bollocks picked up a dose of the clap off one of those sluts and gave it to his misses. That's totally fucked him as far as Westlake is concerned.'
"Well, I lost it completely and beat the shit out of the bugger with the first thing that came to hand. It was a spare shelf hanger that must have been in that office. You've got to understand, Samantha; I'm not really a violent person. But the treatment your mother had to have for that disease had put your survival in danger. The bugger could have killed my unborn baby with his inane games."
I'm not sure. I think I was crying then and might have been earlier when I'd remembered the emotion of that day. Gloria put her arm around me and Ronny came in to see what was going on.
"You'd better get John a Brandy, Ronny. I think he needs it," Gloria said to him, then, "No, Ronny get a damned bottle. I think we all need a Brandy after hearing what John has just told us."
"A whole bottle? Do you know how much that will cost at the bar?" Ronny asked.
"Just get the damned bottle, Ronny, or you'll sleep on your own tonight!" Gloria instructed him. Ronny was gone in an instant.
When I opened my eyes again, I could see that my daughter was crying as well.
She didn't say anything; she just stared at me. Then she looked at her mother. "Why didn't you tell me all this?" she asked.
"I couldn't - I don't know why - but I just couldn't. I sat in the courtroom and heard the barrister asking that other man what had been said in that office before the fight and he confirmed what your father has just told you. At that moment I realised that I'd messed up everything. All along I knew in my heart that your father loved me and he'd never have gone to that brothel of his own accord. It just wasn't something John would do."
"But I'd been so angry when the doctors told me that you could be in danger. All rational thoughts went out of my mind. And even John was saying he didn't know how he got there; his explanation at the time was that he must have been so drunk that he didn't know what he was doing. I lost my temper and didn't stop to think about what was happening and then Frank turned up. I'm not sure where my mind was, between that happening and that damned court case. The look John gave me when he was convicted cut a hole in my heart. It was my fault that he was sent to prison."
"How do you work that one out?" I asked. "I would have smacked the bugger around whether we'd been divorced or not."
"No, John, you know that isn't true," Kathy replied. "You would have hit him, yes, I'll give you that and I don't think anyone would have blamed you. But you would have stopped before you did the kind of damage to him that you did do. You'd have been thinking about Sam and me; as it was, you've already said that you didn't give a damn whether you lived or died yourself."
"True, I had thought about ending it all."
"I'm so glad you didn't, dad! I want to get to know my father," Samantha said, getting up and walking around the table. She came and sat herself on my lap. "I hope I'm not too big for a cuddle now and then."
"Until some boy comes and steals you away, no. I'd like that."
Samantha leant forward and kissed me on the forehead. "Hello, daddy!" she said.
Ronny came back in with five Brandy glasses and a bottle.
"Five glasses?" Gloria commented.



"You're not kidding! I need a Brandy myself now. I just saw how much that bottle put on my tab," Ronny explained.
After filling the glasses Gloria went over and sat on Ronny's knee. "I think after hearing your story I need to learn how to hold on to this one very tightly," she said as she did so. Then she lent down and kissed him.
"Hang on and don't let go, no matter how bad things look at first sight," Kathy told her. "I only wish I'd had the sense!"
"Is that what you really wish you'd done?" I asked her.
"You'll never know how much, John. I made a complete hash of everything."
"I don't think so. Yeah, you could have given me the benefit of the doubt, but you thought I'd put Samantha's life at stake. Come to that, so did I. All I can really fault you for is marrying that damn creep Frank so bloody quickly."
"I just piled mistake on top of mistake on top of bad judgement, John. What else can I say?"
"Well, you could say I love you!" Samantha said.
"Pardon?" both Katherine and I said in unison.
"Well, you do," Samantha insisted. "I've always known it, and Frank did as well. Shit, mum; gran and granddad knew it and your sister. It's written all over your face every time dad's name is ever mentioned. And the look on your face when you saw dad at the airport the other day was a complete classic."
Ronny and Gloria were staring at Kathy, probably waiting for a reaction from her and I was staring at Samantha trying to comprehend what the girl was really saying.
"Well, tell him now whilst you have the chance. Damn it, if you two had been honest with each other when you were young, I might have had a couple of siblings."
"What are you trying to say, Samantha?" I asked.
"Dad, it's Sam, okay! What I'm trying to get you two to admit is that you are still in love with each other. Don't look so surprised, dad. I know that mother still loves you; she's been wearing her heart on her sleeve for years. And you, well, you're one fine looking dude and you've kept yourself in good shape; everyone can see that. Nice clothes and plenty of money, a damned fine catch, wouldn't you agree, Gloria?"
"Yeah," Gloria said, "Quite a few of the single women in the office have tipped their hats in John's direction."
"So why hasn't any one been able to throw a rope on you, father? You'd make a perfect catch. Why? Because you aren't interested in any of them and the way you reacted when mother spoke to you in that bar earlier told me, at least, who you are interested in."
I looked at Katherine and she blushed and looked down at the floor.
"Now you drink those brandys and, mother, you'd better fix your make up. Then I think the pair of you should take a nice stroll around to the upper deck and talk things over by yourselves for a while," Samantha suggested. "I'm sure Gloria won't mind chaperoning me for the rest of the evening. I've got a couple of lads who think they might get lucky."
I must have turned to look at Samantha a bit quickly. What expression I had on my face, I don't know.
"Don't worry, dad; I'm not stupid and Gloria and Ronny will keep a close eye on me. Sorry, folks I hope I'm not cramping your style," she said to them. Both of them acted as if they had no idea what she could be referring to.
After Katherine had repaired her makeup, the two of us left the room and headed for the stairs to the upper deck. We didn't talk at first but as we reached the stairs Kathy took my hand. When we finally reached the top deck, we found Samantha waiting there.
"How did you get here?" Kathy asked.
"The lifts are quicker. Sorry, I forgot something," Samantha said. "Give me your handbag please, mother!"
Without a word Kathy passed her handbag to Samantha who turned her back to us and quite obviously put something in it. Then she turned around again and passed the bag back to Katherine.
"See you in the morning," she said laughing, and ran off back inside the ship.
"What did she put in there?" I asked Katherine, who was hunting through her handbag looking for some clue.
"I have no idea," she said at first, but then suddenly she stopped rummaging. "Oh, god, this isn't my key card!"
I looked closely at it. "Um, no, it's mine, or rather Ronny's. It seems that our daughter doesn't expect you to return to your cabin tonight."
"Well, is she right in that assumption?"
"I don't know, perhaps we'd better talk about it some whilst we walk," I suggested, slipping my arm around Kathy's shoulder. She slipped her arm around my waist.
"I'd hate to disappoint her," she said as she did so.
"Don't know about disappointing Sam!" I replied.
--------------------------
Epilogue
Katherine and I strolled around the deck with our arms around each other. I can't tell you anything about what we talked about; I think it was of no importance anyway. I can't even tell you who made the first move when we eventually kissed. After the first kiss we did a lot of that though.
"Practice makes perfect!" is the one comment that I can remember Katherine did make in reply to something that I had said.
Some time later, much later we seemed to walk, talk and kiss for hours, getting some strange looks from some of the fuddy-duddys and even some of the younger courting couples we passed. Well, look, we were almost forty and we must have been behaving like a couple of teenagers.
There was no discussion about it and I can't explain which one of us steered the other towards the lifts either. Yeah, I had to steer Katherine to my cabin, but I don't remember consciously doing so.
Once that cabin door closed though, it was like the first night of our honeymoon. That was a night I'd never forget. We had the bridal suite with a big flash four-poster bed and Katherine had brought a very expensive negligee to wear. We tore each other's clothes off just inside the bedroom door and made out on the damned carpet for most of the night.
We didn't spend much time on the cabin floor though; there wasn't the room that that bridal suite had had.
"So what happens now?" Katherine asked, sometime after we'd climbed into the bed.
"Don't know, Kath. Get married again, I suppose."
"Just like that you're happy to take me back, as if nothing has happened?"
"Nothing has, has it? We've lost more years than I would like to count and I figure we've got a lot of catching up to do," I said, giving her breast a little squeeze under my hand.
"Nearly twenty years. John, you don't know me anymore. I could have changed in ways you don't like. And I was married to Frank; I was unfaithful to you!"
"Kathy, I'm nearly forty years old. Damn it, we're... I'm probably nearer to the end of my life than the beginning. If thing had gone the way I'd planned, we'd be coming up to our..."
"Twenty-third wedding anniversary!" Kathy completed my sentence, whilst I was still trying to do the calculations.
"Yeah, our twenty-third wedding anniversary. In those twenty odd years, you would have changed anyway; Christ, I know I've changed. But we should have been married and, I hope, we would have taken those changes in our stride. So, if I do wake up in the morning beside a dragon, I'll just kiss her on the lips, and turn her back into my sleeping beauty."
"And, Frank, what about me being married to Frank longer than I was married to you?"
"Who the hell's this Frank guy you keep going on about? I don't think I can remember him. And, Kathy, you must realise that I haven't exactly been celibate since our divorce by the way; I just couldn't find anyone who matched up to my first choice for a wife."
"Didn't beauty turn the beast back into a prince when she kissed him, in the fairy tale?" Kathy asked.
"I think so, why?"
"Damn, remind me not to kiss you in the morning; I think I like my beast in bed! Now come here, and show me what I've been missing," she said, dragging me on top of her.
--------------------------------------
Did you think that ships' captains could marry folks - or remarry as in our case -- at sea? We did, but it turns out that they can't; well, not on most ships and that included ours anyway.
The captain was very apologetic when he told us, but explained that any ceremony that he performed would be invalid in the eyes of the law. And just to complicate things, when we checked the possibility, we didn't have the relevant paperwork with us to get married on any of the islands the ship stopped at either.
Once the party I was with discovered what had happened they did throw a massive party for us though. I think Gloria and Ronny must have explained things because no one asked any awkward questions. Ronny -- after asking Katherine's permission, because it was supposed to be our night -- went down on one knee during the evening, and asked Gloria for her hand. Of course he didn't ask me; I'd pushed the bugger into buying the ring!
The rest of the cruise was great fun and not only in bed either. It was a new experience for me, having some young man approaching me and asking my permission to take Samantha to dinner or to one of the ship's nightclubs. Christ, those boys must have thought I was a real ogre. Sam thought it was a great game; of course what she was really doing was showing off her father.
Sam and Kathy joined me on my morning runs around the upper deck. Even Ronny and Gloria got in on that one. Something about finding an urgent need to get fit enough to... well, they didn't spell out what they wanted to get fit enough for, but I think I can guess.
To start with, Kathy couldn't keep up with Sam and me for long and she'd drop back, jogging with Ronny and Gloria, after our first lap. She was doing pretty well on our road runs when we got back home though, but suddenly and very unexpectedly had to take a break from running for a while; she's out with me again most mornings nowadays though.
There had to be another party when we finally got home and did the registry office bit, for all our friends and relatives. It was a shame that the parents weren't alive to see us back together again.
I moved in with Kathy and Samantha for a little while, whilst we found a house to call our own. I have no idea why we didn't sell Kathy's house or my flat. They were both paid for so we rented them out for a while, until Samantha got married and we gave my flat to her and her husband.
But as these things do, our life took another unexpected, or should I say unplanned turn; shortly after Kathy and I did the registry office bit. Kathy woke up one morning and threw up all over the bed. Yeah, well, she said she thought she was well past the making babies stage, so we hadn't taken any precautions. That was Kathy's story and she has firmly stuck to it; at least Samantha was happy she got her sibling at last. But Kathy and I spent the next nine months on tenterhooks.
We took Elizabeth (that ship was called the Caribbean Queen) with us on our twenty-fifth wedding -- well, counting from our first wedding anyway - anniversary cruise. Sam and her new husband were on the same ship on their honeymoon; they'd timed the wedding to coincide. And Ronny, Gloria, Carol and her husband, Ernie - yeah, no kidding, medallion man's name turned out to be Ernest -- were all on the cruise as well. Not that we saw much of Sam and Clive.
Have there been any recriminations between Kathy and I? Well, there's been a lot of regret for the years we could have spent together, and don't think that we don't go at it hammer and tongs now and again. What married couple don't have a falling-out now and again?
But we both know life's too short to waste any more than necessary arguing. I have my Sleeping Beauty every night and she calms her beast every morning.
Oh, one other point before I go; in theory I'm banned from all Hilton Hotels. I was coming out of a lift in one of them one day with Kathy on my arm and who should be waiting to get in but Frank with his latest dolly bird. Honestly, I'm not a violent man by nature, so I only hit him twice. Once for stealing my wife from me, and once more for... well, for fucking around on her and my daughter.
No, it didn't come to court; Frank would have had to explain to his then wife what he was doing in the Hilton with a young dolly bird on his arm. Mind you, she did find out about his liaison in the end; some dirty rotten bastard rang her and told her about it. He even sent her a copy of the security tape from the hotel, showing her old man being taught how to box.
Life goes on.
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Clarification: -
Quite often in the UK, when someone refers to their local pub, they aren't necessarily talking about a public house that is nearest to where they live or work. The pub they mean is the one they feel at home in; they usually drink there and are well known by the staff and regulars. It can be some way away from where actually they live or work.
Oppo = A Colleague or friend.
CSA = Child Support Agency, in theory a government agency who were charged with getting child support payments from absent biological parents. They've made a complete cock-up of most of it and as I haven't heard them mentioned by the media lately, I have to wonder whether they are still operational. Maybe they've just got their act together at last. But as they are civil servants, I somehow doubt they have done that. Any organisation in which its members are shielded by the 'Official Secrets Act' just doesn't need to worry about what gets fucked up. If no bugger can discover just who made the bloody cock-up in the first place, why should any of them care?
*
I was enjoying a quiet pint in what had become my local pub. I'd found the Fisherman's Arms - that was tucked away, some way off the beaten track - by chance just after I'd moved into the village, about three years previous. In the height of the summer season some holidaymakers found the pub, but not very many; so the place tended to cater more to the regular locals. On this evening, there couldn't have been ten people in the place, so it was nice and quiet, just how I liked things.
It was so quiet in fact that I was almost dozing, as I stared into the flames of the fire burning in the big grate. I was so lost in the way the flames flickered and curled that I didn't notice the two rather large strangers enter the bar and buy their drinks.
The first I was aware of their presence was when one of them slid into the seat opposite me, blocking my view of the fire.
"Mo Clarke?" the guy asked, his accent telling me he came from back home, or that general area anyway.
"Who's asking and why do you want to know?" I replied. Whoever this guy was, I didn't want to speak to him. But I was just a little curious as to why he'd come looking for me. Look, the Fisherman's Arms ain't the kind of place strangers find by chance.
"My name's John Caldwell, and I'd like to have a word with you about Sarah, if I may," the man replied.
The name Caldwell, let alone Sarah, was enough for me to begin to rise from my seat. I could remember that Sarah had mentioned a cousin called John Caldwell a few times. I think I recalled that he was supposed to be a military policeman or something.
I began to slide along the bench I was sitting on so that I could get out from behind the table. But the other large man - whose presence I was still not aware of at the time - sat himself on the end of the bench, blocking any further progress on my behalf.
"Hold on a minute please, Maurice; we just want a little chat, that's all," John Caldwell said.
"I've got nothing I wish to talk to any Caldwell about. Especially if Sarah's concerned."
"Aren't you just a little curious about the baby, at least?" John Caldwell asked.
"No. Why should I be? It's got fuck all to do with me."
"That's not what Sarah says, Mo!"
"Look, this has all been settled by the courts. No matter how much she claims otherwise, I ain't the father of Sarah's kid; so it holds no interest for me whatsoever."
"Sarah claims that there was no one else who possibly could be the father, Mo."
"Look, John or whatever your name is, we went through all this at the time. The DNA tests proved that there was no chance in hell that I was the kid's biological parent. If I had been, I would have gone through with the wedding as we had it planned. But I ain't! And there was no way I was going to marry a bitch who'd been shagging other guys behind my back. And I definitely ain't bringing up some other guy's brat as my own. So you see we've got nothing to talk about."
"Hold on a minute please, Mo. Young Maureen is very ill with leukaemia and she needs a bone marrow transplant pronto."
"So, what the fuck has that got to do with me? I can't help the kid; we're not related in the slightest," I blustered. I was sorry to hear about the child's illness, but there was fuck all I could do about it.
"Mo, Listen to me for a few minutes, will you? I know that all those tests you had done apparently proved that you aren't the father of Maureen. Oh notice the name Sarah gave her; it was the closest to Maurice that she could come up with. But leaving that aside, don't it seem just a little strange to you that with her child's life at stake, Sarah would still insist that you were the only possible man who could be Maureen's father."
"Look, the woman's probably nuts or something. We went all through this at the time, the tears, the swearing on the bible. You say it and Sarah tried to pull it on me. But those DNA tests don't lie, not once but twice the tests were done and they proved that I was not the father of that baby."
"So it would seem at first sight, Mo; but would you do me a little favour. You know I'm a policeman?"
"Yeah, MP or something."
"Yes, I was, I'm out of the service now. I work for the Home Office," John explained.
"So!"
"Well, I wasn't around when all this happened, so I never did hear your side of the story. Would you mind telling me all about it? Why you suspected that something was wrong in the first place. Christ, you and Sarah had been an item and shacked up together for years. Suddenly Sarah gets pregnant and you get suspicious. What made you postpone the wedding until after the baby was born and have those DNA tests done in the first place?"
"Look, mate, this was all over and done with three years ago. It hurt me emotionally a lot at the time and I really don't think I want to go through it all again."
"Please, Maurice. Look, there's a very sick little girl whose life might depend on this. Just tell me the story from your side."
I could see that the guy was pretty concerned about the kid by the expression on his face. Whatever Sarah's motivation was in still insisting that I was the child's father, I couldn't understand. But I assumed that John Caldwell had set himself the task of finding a bone marrow donor and he was trying to track down the kid's biological father first.
Well, if I helped him put me completely out of the frame, then maybe he could talk Sarah into telling the truth. Although with the way Sarah had acted at the time, I was pretty well convinced that Sarah was one of those people with multiple personalities. Maybe the personality that I fell in love with was someone completely different to the slut who went out and got herself knocked up. In Sarah's mind, that is.
I picked up my pint and emptied the glass. "George, let's have another HSD?" I called to the barman.
+++++++++++++++++
I'd first laid eyes on Sarah Caldwell at college. Well, to be honest it wasn't me who spotted her first; it was my buddy and prowling partner, Ralph Bilger. At the time Ralph and I were what you might call a couple of 'Jack the Lads' when it came to the girls, that is. When we were together we were good at chatting them up. I don't know, we complemented each other I suppose when we were spouting all that bullshit to the women that would often lead to us scoring.
Anyway one day Ralph told me that there was a new girl in one of his classes, and she was something special. I'm pretty sure that Ralph tried to chat her up on his own but -- reading between the lines -- he got no further than sharing her table in the cafeteria.
That's where I found them together one day and quickly realised that Sarah wasn't someone I just wanted to shag a couple of times.
I'll be honest, I hadn't spoken more than a couple of words to Sarah before I knew that she was that special person my mother had told me that I'd find one day.
It took me the best part of six months to talk Sarah into going out on a date with me. Even then it was a double date with Ralph and some tart that he'd found who'd let him bang her at the drop of a hat.
I'd didn't even get as far as a kiss on that first date. Sarah let me hold her hand for a while and that was about it.
On the second date a week later - with just the two of us -- I got a kiss goodnight. Hey, yeah, music, bells and a very light headed feeling. You know all the metaphors. Anyway that kiss led to another and if Sarah's father hadn't put the outside light on, I think we would have been there all night.
On our third date we went to the cinema, but didn't see the film. You know the idea.
That was it. From then on, Ralph and chasing other birds went off the curriculum. Every spare moment I had, I spent with Sarah.
We even went to the same university together. Sarah studied philosophy and I read marine engineering. We talked about marriage a lot, but for some reason, we didn't get around to naming the actual day. I think we were both too busy with our studies to plan that far ahead.
Sarah was of course wearing my engagement ring by then and we were sharing a flat -- and bed - together all through UNI.
We graduated at the same time and moved into a flat in town. Sarah had been offered a good job working in the office of one of her university professor's relatives. Kind of the old boy network sort of thing; but far too lucrative for either Sarah or I to even contemplate her turning it down.
Okay, we were a long way from the sea. But I managed to find a job in the offices of a marine design company in town. It did call for me to do some travelling a couple of days a week, but once I got into it, I enjoyed it quite a lot.
So life settled down for a while. Ralph turned up after a year or so; he'd been studying chemistry or something and found himself a job in one of the big companies. Not that he stayed there long. Ralph was still a bit of a ladies' man and I do believe he shagged himself out of a couple of good jobs. I know I heard sexual harassment mentioned as the reason he got fired from at least one job. Not that I ever discussed it with Ralph personally.
Ralph would turn up at our flat quite regularly for the next year or so, nearly always with his latest bit of stuff on his arm. I'd sometimes come home from my trips and find him in the flat with Sarah, but I never had cause to worry about anything because, as I said, Ralph always had a woman with him.
There were nights when Ralph and I would go out together for the odd drink and it was on one of these evenings that my world began to fall apart. Just a day or so before, Sarah had announced that she thought that she might be pregnant. When I told Ralph about the pregnancy, a strange look came over his face.
"Oh, shit!" was his first comment. Then he said, "What are you going to do? Is Sarah getting an abortion?"
For the life of me, I couldn't understand why Ralph would say that.
"What, are you insane or something? No, Sarah and I are going to get married ASAP," I replied.
Ralph just sat there and stared at me for a few seconds. I could see that something was going around in his mind.
"Fuck, oh shit!" he eventually exclaimed.
"What's got into you, Ralph? Everyone knows that Sarah and I would get married eventually. When we got around to it."
"Oh, bugger!" Ralph said, then sat back in his seat and stared down at the table.
After another protracted wait, he spoke again.
"Mo, we've been friends since forever, haven't we?" he said.
"Yeah, since our school days," I replied.
"Look, Mo, I don't know how to say this, but..." Ralph's voice trailed away to nothing.
"Say what, Ralph?" I demanded.
"Damn, shit, look we've been friends for a long time and I don't want to break up that friendship." There was another break in Ralph's conversation. "Fuck, you're my best friend, but I gotta say something. Fuck, I should have told you the moment Claire told me."
"What the fuck are you going on about, Ralph?" I demanded.
Ralph looked me straight in the eyes. "Mo, you remember that little blond I was knocking off last month."
"Yeah, the bit that went to the gulf," I replied.
"Yeah, that's the one. Anyway she told me that... Oh, bugger, you ain't going to be happy about this. Look, Claire told me that she saw Sarah with some guy at a party."
"The girl was obviously mistaken, Ralph."
"No, she wasn't, Mo. Claire worked for the same company as Sarah before she got that job out in Qatar or wherever it was, somewhere in the Middle East anyway. Claire told me that Sarah had been getting laid by some guy on the top floor for the last year or so."
"I don't believe a word of it!" I shouted at Ralph.
"Damn it, Mo, it's the truth. Why would Claire want to lie about something like that?"
I must have been very angry with Ralph. But then there's an old saying about shooting the purveyor of bad tidings and that came to mind as I crashed my hand down on the table so hard that both of our drinks glasses jumped into the air and crashed to the floor. Ralph took up a defensive pose.
"All right, Ralph, don't panic. I'm angry, but not at you. I have difficulty in accepting what you tell me. I love Sarah and I believe that she loves me."
"Damn it, Mo, do you think I wanted to tell you. I've been in a quandary ever since Claire told me. Christ, I'm as attached to Sarah almost as much as you are. You'll never know how many times I almost challenged her over it myself. But I just couldn't bring myself to do it; she could have done or said anything to make you believe I was lying.
-----------------------
"Just a minute, Maurice," John Caldwell interrupted my diatribe. "This is Ralph Bilger you're talking about here?"
"Yeah, why?" I replied.
"Have you seen him since you moved away from town?" John asked.
"No, I haven't seen anyone much from town, since I moved down here. I was in a bit of a state after all that hoo-ha. I didn't want to be reminded about any of it."
I noticed that John looked at his oppo with a strange expression on his face. Obviously something passed between the two men, but god alone knows what.
"So you don't know that Sarah got married then?"
"Yeah, I heard about that. Some guy we vaguely knew in town, brought his boat in with engine problems a year or so back. His wife recognised me and mentioned that Sarah had married, but she didn't know who to."
"And you haven't seen Ralph Bilger since you moved down here? So you don't know where we could find him."
"Haven't got the foggiest idea. I wasn't what you might call a nice person to know after I found out the truth. And, Ralph, well they said don't shoot the bearer of bad tidings. But saying and doing are two different things, aren't they? Why are you so interested in Ralph anyway?"
There was a slight but discernable pause before John Caldwell answered. "Oh, we're not really. But if we can track him down then maybe we could find this Claire woman." There was another slight pause before John Caldwell added. "Sarah still claims that you are Maureen's father. The Claire woman can point us in another direction then perhaps we can get to the bottom of this all the sooner. Time is of the essence here. Now Ralph had just told you about what Claire had told him."
---------------------
"Yeah, I went home that night, determined to challenge Sarah over what Ralph had told me, but she was in bed asleep. For some reason I didn't wake her; by the morning I'd calmed down a lot. Look, I still had trouble believing it was true. Slowly over the next week or so I pushed it to the back of my mind as much as I could. But it sat there and niggled away at me.
"You know it had shaken my trust in Sarah. If I challenged her, what we had would have fallen to pieces. So instead I decided I'd spy on her somehow and find out what was going on myself, not that I had much luck.
"I discovered that she went to lunch with several different guys from her office. But from what I could see, never alone; always with a bunch of friends.
"When I was away Sarah would stay on after work with a crowd of fellow workers and go for a drink, although she only ever drank non-alcoholics drinks, because she was pregnant. She'd sometimes dance with some of her work colleagues, but no one in particular.
"Ralph suggested that having got a bun in the oven, she wasn't taking any chances of getting caught.
"Somehow whenever the subject of naming the day came up, I managed to change the subject. I know that Sarah got suspicious as to the reason why, but she never voiced those suspicions to me.
"We thought..."
------------------------
"Who's the we?" John Caldwell interrupted again.
"Ralph and me!" I replied.
"Okay, but did you discuss your suspicions with anyone else?"
"Yeah, some guy that Ralph knew. Supposed to be a detective, but he couldn't come up with anything more that I had either."
"Okay, carry on."
------------------------
"Well, we thought that Sarah was in denial. Whatever she had been getting up to she was pretending that it hadn't happened. Who knows? Perhaps she convinced herself and that's why she insists that I have to be the baby's father, even with all the evidence to the contrary.
"Anyway if we were wrong and I was the father of the baby, I'd look pretty stupid, wouldn't I? Look, all I had at the time was the word of one of Ralph's tarts, who I'd never personally spoken to about Sarah's fidelity. It could have been that she'd made a mistake anyway. So Ralph came up with the idea of the DNA test. He was a chemist and had contacts in the laboratories that do that kind of thing.
"The day the baby was born Ralph came to the hospital and took a swab on the QT. Then he took a sample from me and, hey, presto! Two days later I knew that the baby wasn't mine.
"Sarah wouldn't have it though. Ah, shit, the next month or so was fucking murder. Sarah demanded to know where I got the DNA test done, but I never told her. She demanded another test and that came up with the same result as the first.
"Ralph tried to talk her into telling me the truth but she wouldn't have it, so in the end I upped sticks and came down here.
"The old CSA folks came after me and a court ordered me to have yet another DNA test, but that must have come up with the same result. And, well ... I've really heard virtually fuck all since. Until you walked in here this evening."
------------------------------
John Caldwell looked at his oppo. "Get the drinks in, Paul. You want a scotch, Maurice? I think you are going to need one."
"No, thanks, I'm a rum man."
"Sorry, most of you nautical types are." Then he turned back to his friend. "Make it a rum for Maurice, a big one!"
John Caldwell put his elbows on the table and clasped his hands together in front of his face, rubbing them together slowly. I got the feeling that he had something to tell me but he was waiting for the drinks to arrive first.
"Mo, can I ask you some questions?" he eventually asked, when the drinks arrived.
On second thoughts he might have been waiting until his friend arrived back at the table as a witness.
"Sure!"
"When you and Ralph Bilger first met Sarah, did he ask her to go out with him?"
"I'm sure he did, but I gather she always turned him down."
"Did she like him?"
"Well, I think so. Ralph was one good looking fella, and he had the gift of the gab."
"Do you know why Sarah never went out with him?"
"Not really, probably his reputation I should think. That was always Ralph's big failing back at college; he liked to brag about his conquests. Never did do any of his ex-girls' reputations much good. Maybe Sarah had heard about him. Christ, when he first met her he was telling me he was going to shag the arse off of her."



"And he didn't?"
"No chance. That was Ralph's problem. He often bragged about what he was going to do before he'd got to first base," I informed them.
"But he was sweet on her?"
"Oh, yeah, but Ralph had a soft spot for any pretty woman."
"And when you finally challenged Sarah about the baby's parentage, did you tell her that Ralph had not only helped you get that DNA test done, but it had been him who had tipped you off about Sarah's so-called indiscretions."
"No. We thought it would be a good idea for Ralph to pretend he was neutral and trying to get us back together. We thought there was a chance she might admit it all to him."
"And did she?"
"Nope. Ralph said she cried a lot, but he always thought that there was something she wouldn't tell him."
"And what about what he never told you?" John's friend suddenly asked.
"What do you mean by that?" I asked, taken aback that this other guy had entered the conversation.
John Caldwell reached into his inside pocket and pulled out some papers. Slowly he unfolded and sorted through them, eventually laying two sheets on the table before me.
"You know what these are, don't you, Mo?" he asked.
"Sure do; they are DNA results. I should imagine the ones that prove I'm not the baby's father."
"Yeah, that's right. But do you know what this is?" John said, placing a further piece of paper in front of me.
I looked at it closely. It appeared to be a page from a medical report. Eventually I realised it was part of the medical I'd had when I'd got my job in town.
"How did you get hold of this?" I asked.
"Illegally, John, I can assure you. But I'd like to draw your attention to this line here. What does it say?"
"AB negative," I read out.
"And this line here, on this DNA report."
"O," I replied. "Here, someone's fucked up somewhere. My blood group can't change."
"No, it can't Mo, and that's the point. Now take a look at this piece of paper," John said, passing me yet a fourth sheet.
"What is it?" I asked.
"A blood donor's record of contributions. What group does it say the donor is?"
"O," I read from the sheet.
John Caldwell moved his thumb so that I could read the donor's name. I think my eyes almost popped out of my head. I know suddenly I was having trouble breathing.
"And just to put the icing on the cake Mo. Sarah married Ralph Bilger three months after you did your disappearing act. She'd always liked him, but she assures me that she only married him because she wanted Maureen to have a father."
"But!" was all I could manage to say.
"At the time Ralph Bilger was working in the DNA lab. Once he faked the first test, it was easy for him to intercept the other two and switch the results. The clown switched your sample for one of his own. Worked fine until he got pulled over for drink driving."
"But how," I was trying to say.
"Well, when the CSA demanded another DNA sample from you, you got shirty about it and the police were called in to take charge, remember?"
"So!"
"Well, following that little altercation, although you weren't charged with anything, your DNA profile went into the police system. But as he was working in the lab that the police use, Ralph Bilger had managed to switch the sample yet again. So when he was nicked for drink driving and Bilger's DNA sample turned up as a match in the system. But confusingly with your name on the top of the sheet; that caused someone to start asking questions. Eventually and completely by chance I got to hear about it. My department looks after security in those laboratories. Of course the name rang a bell straight away."
"Are you telling me what I think you're telling me?"
"Yes, I believe I am, Maurice. You have a daughter who needs a bone marrow transplant and we need you to allow the doctor here to take a sample to see if you are a full match."
Epilogue
It was with some trepidation that I knocked on the hotel room door. After his doctor friend had taken smear and blood samples to see if I was a good match for Maureen's bone marrow. Surprisingly it was an activity that appeared to be totally ignored by the other patrons of The Fisherman's Arms.
John Caldwell informed me that Sarah was waiting in her room in the Cliff Head Hotel. He suggested that I might want to go and see her.
"Jesus, John. She'll probably want to castrate me!"
"Yeah, well, she could react that way, but I don't think so somehow. Do you think she'd bother to come all the way down here and then sit patiently waiting in that hotel room until after I'd spoken to you if she was that angry with you? She could have stormed in here and made you look a complete arsehole by shoving that paperwork under your nose in front of all of your friends."
"But I," I began to say, but in truth I could not figure out exactly what it was that I wanted to say.
"But what? Look, you aren't the first guy in the world to have been taken by a good con artist, Maurice. Maybe you could have been more suspicious of Bilger, but he sounded pretty convincing to me in the interview room.
"You've nicked him?"
"Too bloody right I have! Interfering with police evidence to start with and we are looking for what else we can throw at him. Sarah kicked him out, of course; she's trying for an annulment.
"What? She's divorcing him?"
"No, she's trying to get the whole damned marriage annulled and the adoption squashed. Bilger was in the middle of an application to adopt Maureen. Look, Mo, Bilger's a pretty good con artist. He conned Sarah into marrying him for Maureen's sake. Got pretty annoyed when she insisted that your name stay on the birth registry as well, I'm told. That's what originally convinced me that you had to be the father of Sarah's child, no matter what those tests said. Sarah was sticking to her guns, on that one!"
"So what do I do now?" I asked no one in particular really. I think I was just voicing my thoughts.
"That depends on whether you still love Sarah, Maurice. If you do, get your arse up the Cliff Head and start eating humble pie. Believe me, Sarah still loves you even though she married Bilger. It ain't going to be easy by a long chalk, what with Maureen's leukaemia, but Sarah needs someone to lean on and it strikes me that you're the best candidate for the job."
It was sometime before the door opened just a little and two eyes that I didn't recognise appeared around the side of it.
"Maurice?" the woman asked.
"Yes," I affirmed.
"Wait in the lounge, Sarah will come down. Maureen's just got to sleep; we could do without you two waking her up."
Then the door closed again.
I walked back along the corridor but didn't enter the lift. The lounge, I thought, was a little too public for Sarah and my first meeting. So I sat myself on one of the chairs by the lift's entrance.
Maybe five minutes later I heard a room door open and close, then almost immediately Sarah walked into the lift area. She stopped the instant she saw me sitting there and stood staring at me.
Sarah was as beautiful as she had always been, although her eyes looked somewhat sunken, most probably with worry about Maureen's health.
I got up, trying to think what to say to her as I did so. All I managed to come up with were the three words, "I'm sorry, Sarah!"
In the time I took to say them, Sarah closed the gap between us, threw her arms around my neck and began sobbing pitifully on my shoulder.
"It's me who should be sorry. I betrayed you when I married him," she sobbed out.
I suppose I took Sarah's statement as a 'get out of jail free card.'
"He conned the pair of us, Sarah. You can't blame yourself for anything that happened." Luckily I managed not to add "and neither can I blame myself."
I have no idea how long we stood there, just holding one another. It was only when the lift arrived and John Caldwell got out of it that time appeared to mean anything at all.
"The Lounge bar is pretty empty. Why don't you two go down there and talk?" John suggested. "Or you can have the key to our room."
I discovered later the 'our' he was referring to was his wife, whose eyes had appeared around Sarah's bedroom door.
Sarah and I entered the lift with our arms around each other's waists. Not something I did consciously, something that seemed to happen automatically, just as if we hadn't been apart for nearly five years.
We found a quiet corner of the lounge, where we sat and talked. Not about ourselves; about Maureen, her illness and what the doctors thought they could do about it.
We must have talked for an hour or so before John put in another appearance. During that time Sarah mentioned Ralph just a couple of times. Once to say that she thought that he genuinely cared for Maureen and that he'd gone very quiet for some time when bone marrow transplants were first mentioned. Sarah had gotten the feeling that he'd wanted to say something when they'd been told that a near relative was the best chance of a match.
The day John had finally turned up at the house to challenge Ralph, he'd come straight out and admitted what he'd done. The big question was would he have done so if John hadn't found out about the switched DNA samples. The question crossed our minds that the drink-driving episode could have been staged on Ralph's part; it would have saved him having to admit his deceit outright to Sarah. But how could he be sure the police would have spotted the deception.
Anyway John had arrived to inform us that my presence was being demanded in Sarah and Maureen's room.
I gently tapped on the door; John's wife opened it and gestured for me to enter. She must have left as I did so; I walked in to see a very pretty little girl sitting up in one of the beds.
"Hello, daddy!" Maureen said, as the door closed behind me.
That took me by surprise. Sarah had obviously told her they were coming down to the coast to find her father. But for Maureen to immediately refer to me as daddy took me completely off guard.
"Hello, young lady. How are you feeling?" I answered, probably a little formally.
"Come and sit here on my bed please, daddy," the child said.
That word daddy again, I can tell you it really pulled at the old heartstrings. I sat on the bed wondering just how I'd walked away from the precocious and beautiful young child in the first place.
In a manner remarkably like her mother had done to me so many times over the years, Maureen's arms snaked around my neck and she snuggled against my chest.
"Are you coming home with mummy and me, daddy?" she asked.
"Well, I hope your mother and I can settle our differences and we can get back together, Maureen. But life can't always go as we would wish."
Look, damn it, I had little or no experience of young children. I can't help how I spoke to the child that first night.
"Oh, please, daddy! Mummy loves you so much," she replied.
"Maureen how do you know what your mother feels towards me. After all, I walked out and deserted the two of you," I tried to explain.
"You were tricked, by Ralph. Mummy and Uncle John told me all about it. And mummy has always loved you." Maureen extracted herself from my arms long enough to reach for a picture that was beside the bed. "Look, mother has one of these beside her bed as well; she's always had it there even when he was in the house. That's how I knew who you were."
The picture Maureen handed me was of Sarah and me together at Uni. I could remember the picture but couldn't recall when it was taken.
"Mummy always told me that my daddy was in the photograph, Ralph was her husband. Well, Ralph's gone now so you can come back and be mummy's husband, can't you?"
Okay, what do you say to that? A child's logic is very simple. Anyway that isn't exactly how things worked out. Sarah and Maureen came to live with me eventually. There were some issues but they appeared to sort themselves out remarkably quickly. At the time Sarah and I were too busy worrying about Maureen.
Anyway later that same evening when Sarah climbed into my bed with me, I do believe most of the important issues solved themselves straight away. God, Sarah nearly killed me with love that night, but that's a story for somewhere else, not here.
For those of you wondering, I wasn't a good enough match for Maureen's bone marrow transplant. But my sister's fifteen-year-old daughter was.
Maureen is giving birth to her first child herself in a couple of weeks. Let's hope none of her children have the same problems with their family as she had in her childhood.
Sarah and me? Well, it was her who insisted that I get around to writing this lot down, as a warning to others. Evidence of any kind, is only as good as the people whose hands it passes through. So make sure that you can trust anyone who comes into contact with any that you rely on.
Life goes on.
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It seemed to me like I'd known Joe all my life. His family lived next door but one to mine; looking back I'd say Joe and I spent all our spare time together as kids. We didn't actually go to school together because Joe was American and he was sent to the nearest American school, somewhere in town. Maybe that's why he never did lose his Yank accent although he spent nearly all his spare time with us Limeys, as he insisted on calling most of us, in jest of course.
You know the sort of thing. He'd refer to us as Limeys and we'd refer to him as the Yank; it was all in good fun. As we got older Joe and I developed a special kind of bond. Something like some brothers have between them. I knew that I could rely on Joe to back me up in an argument or ruckus, and he seemed to know by instinct that he could rely on me, up to a point.
That one point was to develop when we got older, and it concerned females. When Joe and I started dating girls I soon learnt that Joe had no morals whatsoever where the female of the species was concerned. It seemed that Joe's one purpose in life was to lay any bit of skirt he could talk into bed, or into the woods in the park, or just about anywhere else that was handy. And, boy, was Joe good at the old chatting the birds up bit.
Even when he did have a steady girl he was still shagging anything else he could lay his hands on. Joe wasn't choosy either; any old bike would do for him.
Anyway fast forward a good few years and Joe's father had finished his stint in the UK and the whole family had moved back to the US. I can't say that I missed Joe that much, because I felt his antics with women were beginning to get embarrassing. You know as we were on the face of it good friends, I was beginning to get painted with the same brush in some peoples' eyes.
Joe kept in touch with me, by mail, writing surprisingly regularly and giving me the sordid details of his sex life, whether I wanted to read about it or not. I wasn't in the least surprised to hear, about a year after he'd returned to the US, that he'd put a bun in some bird's oven who he'd met at college. I think he was at what we'd have called university by then.
Much to my surprise I learnt that Joe was going to do the right thing by her and he invited me over to the States to be his best man at the nuptials. As, back then, I couldn't afford the airfare, Joe's father - who had some influence with the US forces - fixed it for me to travel on a US army transport plane, FOC as far as I was concerned. I was to fly back two weeks later, the same way.
I'd been surprised by the invite, because, as I said, where women were concerned Joe was a complete arsehole and I'd expected him to cut and run. Look, just because I liked the bloke, it doesn't mean that I liked or agreed with his attitude towards women.
Mind you, I figured that Joe had fallen on his feet when taken up with Winnie (Gwendolyn). Talk about wet dream, the girl was absolutely gorgeous. Long blond hair, a beautiful face and figure, and what I thought was a wonderful personality. Yeah, well, there was a slight protrusion in her stomach that was just beginning to show, but that would only be there for a few months, wouldn't it? I know that I would never have kicked her out of bed in a hurry. I do believe that I was envious of the man, for the first time in my life.
As I said, I thought Winnie's personality, was wonderful. She was very quiet and reserved, actually not really Joe's type at all; but knowing Joe as I did, I doubt he was thinking about a long-term relationship when he took Winnie's virginity.
Shit, if I'm being honest, had I been asked, I'd have changed places with Joe at that altar without a second's thought. Winnie was the girl of my dreams.
I seemed to get on pretty well with everyone over there. I think most folks were fascinated by my accent, although my London colloquialisms appeared to cause some confusion on occasion.
Of course there was Joe's Stag Night about a week before the wedding. The Yanks appear to refer to them as bachelor parties, by the way. Anyway the one for Joe - as I had assumed it would - featured several very questionable strippers and I'm pretty sure that Joe laid them at one time or another all during the evening. And maybe the bird that had been on reception at the hotel the party was held at as well. I can't be positive, but when Joe vanished for a while and I went looking for him, no one was on reception and there was some familiar and curiously interesting noises coming from behind a locked door marked "Office".
The wedding went off fine. Except for the fact that I knew Joe very well and I could see the lustful looks he was giving Winnie's numerous bridesmaids. Personally, I was quite taken by one of them myself and, as she was giving me the old googly eyes bit, I thought I might have a chance with her later. But I hadn't figured Joe into that equation!
I don't think the dancing had been started for more than ten minutes when Joe came over and asked me to dance with Winnie for a while. "Do me a favour, Ray, and keep the little lady occupied for a while. I got something I got to do," Joe said to me.
Like a complete moron, I assumed that Joe had some kind of a surprise that he was setting up for Winnie. It was only when he didn't reappear for half an hour or so and I realised that one of Winnie's bridesmaids was also missing that it struck me what Joe was really up to.
I do believe he pulled the same stunt with his younger brother about an hour or so later and using a cousin of his later still.
Well, that fucked my chances (literally) with the bridesmaid that I fancied, because I never was partial to following anyone else down the highway of pleasure. Especially if they were as promiscuous as Joe was. Christ knows what you could pick up. Although AIDS wasn't around back then. Well, we'd never heard of it anyway.
I seemed to spend quite a bit of time in Winnie and her family's company that evening, as I had done for most of the time I'd been over there. Although I'd told Joe that I wasn't covering for any more of his exploits after I'd realised what he'd pulled the first time he'd asked me to dance with Winnie.
Winnie's father was a great bloke. He'd spent a lot of time in the UK with the USAF and we seemed to get on quite well. It was pretty obvious to me that he wasn't keen on Joe and possibly had a good idea just how much of a little shit Joe could be.
Winnie's mother seemed to spend a lot of the evening crying. Whether because she thought she was losing a daughter, or because she had a good idea about Joe's true personality, I don't know and didn't ask.
Winnie herself was obviously crazy about Joe. You know for a lot of the time I really wished that I'd refused to go to that wedding. My conscience was telling me that Joe was never going to change, and she was in for a big disappointment when she eventually found out about his character and exploits.
I had three days in the US after the wedding before I was due to fly home again. Joe and Winnie had gone off on honeymoon somewhere, so at first I thought I was going to be at a bit of a loose end. But of all people, Winnie's sister Tammy and her boyfriend came to my rescue. Although at the time I'll admit that I thought that they were looking to make some kudos with her friends by having this English bloke along with them.
Tammy introduced me to her friend Sam and the two of us hit it off like a house on fire. Now hold on, there's no point in not being completely honest here. Sam and I shagged away most of my last three days in the States. I had to wonder why I hadn't hooked up with her earlier in the trip; Sam had been around all the time.
My only surprise was how hard it was to lay my hands on a re-supply of condoms in their small town. The other thing that shook me was that you weren't supposed to drink until you were twenty-one. Christ, you can legally drink in pubs in the UK from the age of eighteen and I'd been frequenting them since before I'd turned sixteen. Depends on how old you look whether you get challenged and thrown out.
Mind you, I thought American beer was crap. Most of it sterilised chilled, and had a head put on it with CO2. Back in those days all English beer was cask conditioned and sold at cellar temperature. Did you know the colder beer is, the less your taste-buds work, so they can serve you up with any crap that they fancy?
Not surprisingly, British pubs went the same way as the American bars a few years later, when the big mutli-nationals took over all of the breweries and using TV advertising, pushed the lager habit big time. Never mind the quality, look at the alcoholic content became the watchword, and they wonder why we have all these lager louts around nowadays. Those wankers wouldn't know the flavour of a good beer if you gave them one.
Anyway I've digressed, where was I? Oh yeah, Tammy's friend Sam. Well, Sam and I hit it off quite good together. Sam was never in Winnie's class. I'm taking about the chemistry that Winnie had stirred up in my loins here; she was a real looker. But beggars can't be choosers and what with Joe's antics over the proceeding week, my hormones were giving me some real strife.
To be fair Sam was a really nice girl and, had she lived in the UK, I think it could have led to something more than the three day shagging marathon that it was. We wrote to each other for a while after I got back. There was some talk of her coming over to the UK or me even going back over there for a visit, but neither happened in the long term. In the end, the time lapse between her letters got longer and longer, until Sam just didn't write back one time.
Surprisingly, over the next couple of years, I'd get the odd letter from Tammy. It was she who informed me that Winnie had given birth to a little girl. And just over a year later, Winnie had a second one. And of course I got Christmas cards for a few years from Winnie and Joe. They usually had a brief 'keep me up to date' note in them, but that was all.
Then quite suddenly it all went quiet. I kept sending my Christmas cards to Joe and Winnie, and for some reason to Tammy and her husband as well; at least Tammy always sent one back. But she never mentioned her sister or Joe in the accompanying notes. I was to hear no more about Joe or Winnie for nigh on eight or nine years.
As I went through my early twenties, I had my fair share of girlfriends; I even shacked up with a couple of them, for a while. But by the time I was twenty-nine, I'd become convinced that marriage wasn't in the cards for me. None of the women that I ever met seemed to match up to the picture that I had in my mind of a wife. Although exactly what that picture was, I didn't really know.
It was in 1972 that things began to change, although I didn't know it at the time. A friend and I were on holiday in Venice, Italy of all places. I don't why I like Italy so much, but I'd been there quite a few times before.
The two of us were sitting at an outside café in St Marks Square knocking back what the Italians call beer. "Beera, big one!" was how we used to order it. Our hands gesturing to an imaginary glass about three feet tall. Then two ice cold one litre (or maybe bigger) glass jugs would appear on the table; probably at a horrendously inflated price. But anyone who can remember Italian money back then will know that everything was priced in what seemed like hundreds of thousand of Liras.
Vince, the bloke I was travelling with, and I were attempting – pretty unsuccessfully, I think – to chat up two Swiss - or maybe they were German – women who were sitting on the next table. Vince, regretfully didn't have the same bullshitting talents as Joe when it came to women, maybe that's why he was still single at thirty-five.
Anyway we weren't really watching what was going on around us. So when someone asked, "Would you be so kind as to take a photograph for us?" In a vaguely familiar American accent, it was with some surprise that I realised the question was directed at me.

I turned around to see who had made the request and was completely gobsmacked to see Sam standing there grinning back at me.
"Bloody Hell Sam, where did you spring from?" I exclaimed, as I jumped out of my seat put took her in my arms and kissed her. Almost immediately noting that Sam didn't exactly return the kiss with enthusiasm.
Actually she seemed quite embarrassed. Well so was I, when she introduced me to her husband, who was standing off to the side grinning at us. Luckily for me, Jake had been a friend of Tammy and Sam's way back when Joe got married and he seemed to know that Sam and I had had a little fling at the time.
"Sorry to disappoint you buddy, but I laid my brand on Sam some time back." Jake grinned at me.
We then dropped into a humorous exchange, where I accused him of stealing the love of my life from me. He took it in good heart and we finished up with Sam looking even more embarrassed than she had when I'd kissed her. Jake and I hit it off straight away, it turned out that we had a very similar sense of humour.
The two Swiss birds were forgotten from then on, as Sam, Jake and I dropped into small talk about everyone that I had met in the US. And of course the subject of Joe and Winnie came up. Sam said that they lasted about six years before Winnie finally realised that Joe was not going to change his ways and they separated.
Joe had joined the services somewhere along the line. I had never taken Joe for the military type; but thinking on it, both Joe and Winnie's fathers had been in the services, so I suppose it stood to reason.
"Joe's a damned good father though." Sam added. "As a husband he was a real asshole to Winnie. But you can't fault him on the way he dotes on those two girls of his."
"When he's in the country!" Jake said sarcastically. But that seemed to go over Sam's head; well, she ignored it anyway.
"Oh, yeah, Joe's out in Vietnam most of the time nowadays," Sam explained. "But Winnie's never short of money; god knows where Joe gets it all from."
"Probably he runs a Saigon brothel for all the other servicemen out there. That's about his mark." Jake offered. I got the feeling Jake didn't like Joe.
"So how have things been going with you since we last heard from each other?" Sam asked, probably to change the subject. "Did you ever get married?"
I went on to give them an extremely brief and extremely sketchy run down on the last few years of my life. Then we made plans to meet for dinner that evening.
I was to discover from Jake later that Joe had tried to seduce Sam a few times. Sam had always taken Joe's attempts as a joke, but Jake knew better and had had to keep a close eye on the pair of them. Not because he didn't trust Sam, but Joe was quite an expert and Sam could be so dammed naive sometimes.
-----------------------------
"Jesus, she's something," Vince remarked, after we'd seen Sam and Jake onto the Waterbus back to their hotel.
"You're not kidding. We only spent three days together and my bleeding balls ached for at least a week when I had to fly home and leave her," I replied.
"Jesus, Ray, how did you let her get away?"
"Look, mate, she was on one side of the world and I was on the other and, well, when a girl's got a sexual appetite like Sam's... Jake was local, wasn't he?"
"Can't say I can blame the bugger," Vince said.
"Neither can I. I think Sam fell on her feet there though. He sure seems like a really good bloke to me."
"Better than that mate of yours, what was his name, Joe?" Vince suggested.
"Yeah, Joe is a complete arsehole, always was. But he was just one of those characters; you just had to like him," I said.
"I'll believe you, but from what Sam and Jake had to say about him, I'd say thousands wouldn't," Vince commented.
-------------------------
At first Vince wasn't going to join Sam, Jake and me for dinner that evening. Although, as he had sod all else to do and it was the first that time he'd been out of the UK. I think he was a little hesitant to go out around Venice on his own, so in the end he decided to come along. I do believe it was possibly the best decision that he made in his life.
Sam and Jake turned up at the restaurant with Cyn in tow. Cynthia was your typical American tourist, or unfortunately, what is often taken for the typical American. She was/is very um... outspoken, and extremely loud. Anyone and everyone in that restaurant, who could vaguely understand English, soon learnt that Cynthia was a thirty-something-year-old war widow. Her husband had been one of the first US advisors to be sent out to Vietnam and he'd returned home less than two months later to claim his personal spot in Arlington cemetery. Cynthia had three children and her father owned a print shop, where she apparently worked, or drove everyone nuts.
I think during the meal Cynthia did almost all of the talking; hind legs off Donkey style. I'm not sure who's idea it was later to take an evening gondola ride, but somehow Sam, Jake and myself finished up in one boat, whilst Vince and Cynthia got into another. And that was the last that I was to see of Vince until the last day of the holiday. As I understand it, he and Cynthia married a few months later and he now manages her father's print shop in some small midwest town somewhere.
Apparently whilst Sam and I had been chatting earlier in the day, Vince had told Jake that he worked in printing in London and Jake had played matchmaker. It was a long shot, but it worked out well for Cynthia and Vince.
I spent the rest of my holiday playing gooseberry to Sam and Jake, but they didn't seem to mind. I knew Venice quite well and took them to a few places that I doubt they would have found without me.
When I got back home, letters stuffed with photographs of Sam and Jake and their children started to turn up with regularity. After a while some pictures of Tammy, her husband and their children showed up as well. Then finally some of Winnie and her and Joe's two girls, along with a little note from Winnie saying that she was so pleased to hear that I was doing okay.
I suppose it was in the early spring 1973 when I received a letter from Sam telling me that she and Jake were planning on bringing their children over to the UK for their family vacation that year. I'd bought myself a fairly reasonable sized house by then, and invited them to stay with me. I think I was just slightly offended when the offer was turned down.
At first, I took even more affront, when they refused my offer to collect them from the airport and take them to their hotel. But then in another letter Sam mentioned that the party they would be with would be far too large for a single car. It was then that I realised that either Sam or Jake's parents, or perhaps both, must be coming with them and that explained them refusing my offer of accommodation as well.
Sam called me on the telephone the moment they got to their hotel and invited me to join them for a formal breakfast the following morning. As previously arranged I'd taken a couple of weeks off of work to be available to act as a local guide to their party. I gladly accepted the offer of breakfast, but I was not at all prepared for what greeted me when the waiter led me to the table Jake had arranged. It was bloody massive; I think you could have sat a football team around it.
Shortly I saw Jake and Sam leading a quite large entourage in my direction, as they got close I stood to greet them and this time it was Sam who took me in her arms and kissed me full on the lips.
"Take it easy, girl. Didn't Jake tell me he was a crack shot with a thirty-eight the last time I saw you?" I whispered in her ear. I'd been sent plenty of pictures of Jake with his shooting trophies.



"Don't worry, Ray. He only shoots his little target pistol, and they wouldn't let him bring it on the plane," she replied, grinning at me.
"Damn, woman, if you two keep carrying on like that I'm sure I could pick up one over here somewhere." Jake said, as he shook my hand after I'd untangled myself from his wife. But as he'd said it, I spotted that Tammy and her husband were standing behind Sam and Jake.
Both of them gave me a hug, Tammy's husband - like me - had been a pseudo-hippie when I had first met him, so it wasn't such a strange thing for us guys to do.
But as Tammy was kissing me on the cheek, I spotted that long blond hair on the woman waiting her turn at me.
"Winnie!" I almost shouted. At that time I hadn't realised how much the woman had gotten into my skin. I should have realised long before that it was most likely Winnie that I'd always been comparing other women to. But even when I took her in my arms, the truth didn't sink home in my psyche.
I was formally introduced to the hoard of children, not that I could fit the right names to most of them, until just before they returned home. I'm afraid that meeting Winnie again kind of flustered me some. All of the children immediately and regardless of who their parents were started to refer to me as Uncle Ray, so that didn't help much either.
For some reason it was Winnie's two girls who where the only ones that registered in my mind straight away. Possibly because both Reba and LeAnn were young versions of their mother, even down to the hairstyle and mannerisms.
After breakfast I led the party on its first excursion into London's Underground system. Getting off the train at Lancaster Gate we walked through Hyde Park following the bank of Long Water and the Serpentine and then the path on the Hyde Park Corner. Winnie and I led flanked by Reba and LeAnn. Reba walking on my left and Winnie on my right; suddenly Reba, after a very clumsy attempt to pretend that she had stumbled, took a firm grip on my left arm.
At first I was somewhat flattered to think that the child who had only just met me, appeared to like me so much that she wanted to hold my arm. But I soon began to realise that there was more to the gesture than first appeared. Or should I say that Reba and LeAnn – who, after Winnie and I bumped shoulders a couple of times, I noted was hanging onto her mother's right arm - were inexplicably pushing us two adults together. Eventually Winnie was forced to hold onto my right arm to stabilise the situation. After that, Winnie it appeared had gotten into the habit of holding on my arm.
Some time after we'd crossed Hyde Park Corner and the visitors had taken photographs outside Buck house; anyway we were walking up The Mall toward Trafalgar Square when I realised that Reba and LeAnn had disentangled themselves and were walking behind with the other children.
When I looked around to check where the girls were, my eyes locked with Tammy's for a few seconds. Her face broke into a massive grin and she winked at me. As I turned my head back to the front, my eyes were caught by Winnie's for a few seconds and she gave me a little smile as well, before she blushed and turned away.
"Is someone trying to tell me something?" I asked Jake, later when we were alone in the gents' toilets in Trafalgar square.
"I'm not supposed to say anything my friend. But Winnie's always had a soft spot for you, you know," he replied.
"Since when?" I asked.
Jake grinned, "I'm told since the day she first met you, when you stepped off of the aeroplane. Tammy claims that Winnie nearly called off the wedding over you."
"You're funning me."
"It's no joke, Ray. The times we've heard Winnie say that of the two guys standing at the altar that day, she had to go and marry the wrong one."
"But, she doesn't even know me," I blustered. "Not really."
"Don't ask me, man. All I know is that Winnie thinks that the good Lord made you and her for each other. For some reason Tammy and Sam have always agreed with her. And after meeting you again in Italy last year, I'm of the opinion that you're pretty stuck on Winnie myself."
"What makes you say that?"
"Your main topic of conversation over there, Ray, that's what!" Jake replied with that grin still on his face. "No joking, man, considering that you hardly knew her, you spent most of your time talking and asking questions about Winnie."
"I did?" I said in surprise.
"You sure did, my friend," Jake assured me.
God knows how long Jake and I stood in those toilets talking. But all of the women were waiting for us impatiently when we reappeared. Kind-of turned the table on the usual scenario.
Winnie latched onto my arm again and we all strolled off towards Piccadilly to continue our walking tour. I think that we were all feeling a little tuckered out by then, especially the children. So after having lunch in a restaurant off Leicester Square, we took in a matinee at one of the cinemas. Then at the children's insistence, it was a trip back to their hotel on the top deck of one of the old Route Master's that London was so famous for.
After they had eaten their evening meal – I didn't join them for dinner that night; I'd eaten enough for one day but Americans appear to eat much more than most British folks do – the adults settled into the hotels lounge to drink and chat the rest of the evening away. The young ones played havoc up in their rooms; Tammy had to go up and restore order a couple of times.
I left the hotel about midnight to make my way out of town to my home in the suburbs. Pleased with myself that I'd decided not to take my car that morning, I was in no condition to drive that night.
Sitting in the almost empty last train to Stanmore, I played over the day's events and what I'd learnt about Winnie, in my mind. Almost ten years on and she was still a really fine looking woman who had taken my breath away the moment I laid eyes on her, just as she'd done the first time we'd met. I wasn't sure that I loved her – Christ, I'd always thought love at first sight was something you read about in books – but I was pretty convinced that I wouldn't have to be around her for very long before I was infatuated by her. Perhaps I already was, and that's why I hadn't been able to find love with any other woman.
I had the weirdest dream that night. In my dream we were back at Joe and Winnie's wedding; only Winnie wasn't marrying Joe, she told the minister that she was going to marry me instead.
"Good on you, man. You'll make her a better husband than I ever will!" Joe had said, then he had pushed me towards Winnie with a big grin on his face.
-----------------------
The next few days were kind of repeats of the first day. I met them for breakfast and then we all went out to some tourist sites or shopping places in town. Most of the evenings were spent in the lounge of their hotel, except for the one evening we all spent at St Martin's Theatre watching "The Mousetrap" the mystery play that holds the record for the longest continuous run in the world. I think all the adults enjoyed it, but I fear the younger children would have preferred to have been back at the hotel watching TV.
It must have been on the six or seventh day. As arranged I didn't arrive at the hotel until ten that morning. They'd all had their breakfast and we set out on yet another walking tour almost straight away, Winnie promptly taking up her usual position hanging on to my arm. By then she had to gotten used to regularly changing sides. It didn't take her long to work out that the man always walks on the outside nearest the curb.
"It goes back to the old horse and cart days," I'd explained. "I'm supposed to take any 'you know what' that gets splashed up from the road, to stop it getting onto your dress and also to ensure that you don't stumble off of the curb, of course."
I think everyone smiled at that one, but then I noticed that the other two guys had begun changing the side that they walked on when we crossed the street after that.
That day we took the underground to Trafalgar Square and then walked down Whitehall so that they could take pictures of the Lifeguards on their horses, then we went on past Downing Street to Parliament Square, where - as usual - I had to explain to the children and possibly the adults as well that the tower was called the Clock Tower and that it was the biggest bell inside the tower that was called Big Ben. I was quite enjoying playing tour guide by then.
After that we embarked on one of the river cruise boats to take a ride to Tower Pier, from where we did the Tower Bridge thing, and then visited the Tower itself. Culminating the day was a climb to the top of The Monument that was built to commemorate the Great Fire of 1666. There were so many of us that we kind-a took over the viewing platform at the top, for a while.
From there, as my American friends were beginning to get hungry, we headed back into the West End of town and found a restaurant to eat in. I suppose it must have been about eight o'clock when we decided to conclude the day with a walk along the embankment. I can't even remember how we got back down there.
Winnie, as was usual by then, was hanging onto my arm, and I was spouting off about the old ships moored along the river there. We were heading away from Victoria, intending to make our way to Cleopatra's needle, when Winnie and I suddenly realised that we were alone.
"Where'd they go?" Winnie asked.
"Buggered if I know. They were all there five minutes ago," was all that I could reply.
"Well, it is sort of romantic here. Perhaps they thought we should be alone for a while," Winnie suggested.
"I hope they haven't got lost," I said, Winnie's statement having not really registered in my brain.
"Don't be silly, Ray. Where could they have gone astray? The river's on one side and the road on the..." Winnie stopped speaking because at that moment a bus went past with most of the rest of the party, waving at us wildly from the top deck. Jake was standing on the rear platform and he shouted that they'd see us back at the hotel, as the bus disappeared into the distance.
"Not very subtle, are they?" I suggested.
"Well, what do you expect? The way you're going I'll be lucky if I get a kiss out of you before the vacation is over," Winnie replied.
"Is that what you want me to do, kiss you?" I asked.
"Ray, we've got fourteen days left of this vacation. Let's make the most of them, shall we? Christ, you were quicker than this when you took Sam to bed," Winnie said, then she put her hand behind my neck and pulled me down to her level.
Well, the embankment in the evening is a place for courting couples, so no one batted an eyelid that Winnie and I stood there kissing and cuddling for I don't know how long. I had no idea where all this was going to lead. After all, besides being an American, Winnie was still married to Joe; although I don't think I would have called him a friend by that time, not after the way he'd treated Winnie.
Winnie and I eventually did make it as far as Cleopatra's Needle, but it took us an hour or so because we kept stopping. Then we grabbed a cab to take us back to the hotel. The reception we received when we entered the lounge was loud and embarrassing for both of us to start with. But they laid off us pretty quickly when they realised how embarrassed we were.
It was about midnight again when I suggested that I thought it was about time that I went home.
"Do you have to go?" Winnie asked as she came over to the door with me.
"If I don't go soon, I'll miss the last train home," I told her.
"Then miss it. You can always stay here for the night."
"Winnie, that sign over there says no vacancies!"
"Who cares about that? There's a vacancy in my room with me."
"Winnie, what about the girls?"
"They have their own room, Ray. I planned ahead."
"There's confidence for you," I said laughing,
"No, I wasn't confidant, but I knew how I felt about you and how you felt about me when we met before the wedding. And Sam told me she thought that you were still sweet on me when she ran into you in Venice last year."
"What do you mean, how I felt about you at the wedding?"
"Ray, I saw the way you looked at me and you were overheard giving Joe a piece of your mind about what he did with one of my bridesmaids that night."
"Shit, I wasn't, was I! Who overheard us?"
"Never mind, it's not important. But I wish you or someone had told me about what Joe did at the time. As it was, they only told me after I caught Joe with some slut and threw him out."
"I'd hoped Joe would start behaving himself," I said sheepishly.
"Come on, Ray. I'm sure that you knew Joe better that that. I don't think he knows how to keep it in his pants."
"I'm afraid to say that you're probably right on that one, Winnie."
"Anyway are you going to share my bed with me tonight or not?"
"Christ, Winnie!"
"I'm sorry to be so forward, Ray, but I told you earlier, we've got fourteen days left to work out whether we can make something out of what we feel for each other. Besides Sam says you're quite a stud on the quiet."
"Oh, she does, does she? I wonder what would Jake say if he heard her say that."
"I think Jake's words were, 'You get the bastard into bed, Winnie, and keep him there or I'm likely to lose my wife on this trip. I always knew she was comparing me to someone,' " Winnie told me with a grin on her face.
I think I was still contemplating that statement when Winnie tried to drag me into the lift.
"I'm sorry, Winnie, you are a wonderful woman, but you are still married to Joe. I'm sorry, girl; but I'm afraid as much as I'd like to, I can't do that kind of thing."
A look of disappointment came over Winnie's face. "Alright, I understand. I'm used goods in your eyes."
"Oh, Christ, no, Winnie! I think you are the most wonderful person in the world. I really think... No, damn it, I know that I am falling in love with you. But... I'm sorry I've just got a conservative nature, I suppose. Separated or not, you are still technically married to Joe and it just doesn't seem right to me for us to... you know... while you still are," I tried to explain.
A little smile came back onto Winnie's face. "Damn it, I did mess up when I married Joe, didn't I. My father told me that you were a real gentleman, but I didn't realise how right he was until now."
"I'm flattered. Winnie, if you were divorced from Joe, I'd ask you to marry me right now, this minute. And your feet wouldn't touch the ground until we hit that bed together. But you're still hitched in the eyes of the law, so no matter how much I'd like to, I just can't."
"God, I can't half pick 'em, can't I?" Winnie said, a big grin back on her by then.
"Its not like I don't want you or anything, Winnie, but... Well, for one thing there's Reba and LeAnn to think about as well. What kind of a message would it send out to them if we jumped into bed together at the drop of a hat?"
Winnie blushed and it could be that a guilty expression came over her face. Then she said, "I guess you're right, Ray. Although it pains me to say it."
We went into a clinch, kissed and Winnie told me she'd see me the following morning; then I left the hotel and headed home.
I got some strange looks from a young couple – the only other people in the same carriage as me - when I suddenly heard myself saying, "You know, you're a pompous bloody idiot, Ray Price!" out loud during the journey home that night. I'd just had my ideal wet dream inviting me to take her to bed and ravish her, and like a bleeding idiot I'd turned her down.
-----------------------------
After breakfast the following morning, Winnie asked me to go up to her room with her so that we could talk in private for a little while.
"Ray, didn't I tell you that I planned ahead? Reba and LeAnn's room is three floors up with the other children's rooms. They would never have known if you'd spent the night in here with me unless we told them," Winnie said, as we entered her room.
Then going over to the little stand that her suitcase was on, she opened it and took out a large manila envelope, withdrew several documents from it and handed one of them to me.
"My divorce from Joe will become final in six weeks time. Here, look for yourself. I'll be a free agent, Ray, and I'll be able to do what I like," Winnie said smiling at me.
"I'm pleased to hear that, Winnie, but before we go jumping into anything, you must think this all through carefully. After all you know nothing about me really. Except that I was a friend of your extremely dodgy ex-husband. You never know, I might be an axe murderer or something."
"Ray, I have some very good friends and a loving family. I made a complete mess of it when I got involved with Joe. Do you really think that they would let me make the same mistake again?" she asked.
"I have no idea, Winnie."
"Well, they wouldn't. Now please don't be annoyed about this; they were only trying to protect me, but I owe it to you to show you this," Winnie said, offering me some more papers from that envelope.
I glanced through the little file. "Well, I'll be buggered!" was all I could think of to say. Look, it isn't everyday that you find yourself reading through a private detective's report on yourself.
"Bloody thorough, weren't they?" I said.
"Yeah, they cost my dad and Pete (Tammy's husband) a few thousand. I hope that you aren't annoyed about it."
"After Joe, no, I don't think I could be, Winnie. I think that I can understand their concerns, but why?"
Because you've been bugging me ever since I first met you. Ray, do you believe in love at first sight?"
"That's a question I've been asking myself for a long time, Winnie."
"So you do feel the same way as I do."
"Yes, Winnie, I think possibly that I do."
"Good, so there is hope for us then!"
"Now hold on a minute, girl. This isn't as simple as all that."
"Why ever not?"
"Well, think about it. You live three thousand miles away, so if we find we can't live without each other, someone's got to move a long way away from home. Now I'm sorry to say that isn't in the cards for me, because I've got a damned good job here that pays extremely well. I'm willing to bet I wouldn't find an equivalent one in the States in a hurry."
"So the girls and I will move into that nice little house of yours, with you."
"What, just like that? What about their schooling and leaving all of their friends and things? And what about how far you'll be from the rest of your family? Then there's Joe. He might not like the idea of you bringing his children over here to live."

"God, you are really trying to find anything to keep us apart, aren't you?" Winnie sounded a little annoyed.
"No, Winnie. I'm trying to be realistic. I'm honestly very attracted to you, but things are going pretty fast and beginning to get out of hand here," I told her.
A very disappointed look came over Winnie's face again and she sat down on the bed. I chose to sit on one of the chairs by the dresser.
"Winnie, things are just going too fast. You seem to have come to the conclusion that I'm some kind of knight in shining armour, but I'm not. I really don't want either of us to get hurt if things don't work out between us."
"Raymond, I've spent years dreaming about a life with you. I know that we can make it work if we want it to."
That was the first time that Winnie had ever used my given name and it sort-of took me by surprise.
"Don't get me wrong, Winnie. I would love it to work. And don't go thinking I haven't dreamt about you a few times either."
That statement brought a slight smile back to Winnie's face.
"Wet dreams?" she asked.
"Real buggers, had to change the bed. I sleep in the buff by the way." I grinned back at her.



Winnie's smile turned into a grin as well. She reached under the pillow on the bed and pulled out a negligee or something, then threw it in the general direction of the waste bin.
"Sounds like a good way to sleep to me. Look, Ray, I know you think that I was rushing things a little... Well, a lot actually. But the clocks ticking, as I said yesterday we've only got fourteen days left of this vacation. As far as Joe goes, he's happy for me to move over here."
"How do you know that?"
"Last night, after you left, I called him to ask him. They do have telephones in Thailand, you know."
"I thought you said Joe was in Vietnam."
"So did I, but when I tried to call him, I have this special number in Washington that I call and they put me through to him wherever he is. Anyway Joe was out in the field and they couldn't put me directly through to him last night, but he called me back from Thailand about eight this morning. The line wasn't very good and we lost the connection a couple of times. I heard the operator say Bangkok when they were reconnecting us. That's in Thailand, isn't it?"
"Yeah, I'm sure it is. I wonder what Joe's doing there?" I replied.
"I don't know - on furlough or something, I suppose. Anyway I told Joe that when our divorce was final, I wanted to come to England to live and move in with you. He said that if the children were happy then it was fine with him."
I was somewhat surprised that Winnie had told Joe that she'd hoped that we would be getting together. But then what else was she going to say? If she'd asked Joe if he was going to object to her moving the children to the UK, he would have undoubtedly asked why she wanted to come over here. And I suppose he would have wanted to know the identity of who his children were going to live with. Telling him that it was me up front was the logical thing to do, I suppose.
"Winnie, what do the girls say about all this? I assume that you have sounded them out about living in England?"
"They are cool with the idea, a little reticent about moving to a strange country I should imagine. But they seem to like England and they definitely think you are something special."
"That's flattering but why?"
"I'm not sure. Because you are different to the other guys I've had chasing after me, I suspect."
"In what way?"
"Well, for a start you're English. And well, because unlike most of the guys who've been hanging around me since Joe left, you haven't had the same goal in mind. I think the girls can sense that."
"What goal?" I asked.
Winnie looked at the bed and then looked back at me.
"Oh, I see," I said.
"Hey, Ray, please don't get the idea that I've been jumping into bed with every guy that I've met since Joe's been gone. I've only ever slept with two guys in my whole life. Joe and another guy, who I thought was a friend. But as it turned out he was only after one thing. Once I realised that he was happy to bed me but he didn't like the idea of taking the girls and me on full time, I got rid of him."
Winnie had a very serious and somewhat concerned look on her face.
"I can't say that I was in love with the guy, but my ego needed a boost at the time. It doesn't do much for your self-esteem when you find out the guy that you thought worshipped you has had a whole string of other interests. When I found out that Joe had been playing around on me since before we were married, I lost confidence in myself a hell of a lot."
"So why were you in such a hurry to jump into bed with me?"
"Because I love you, Ray, and I'm damned sure that you love me. When Sam and Jake came back from Italy and told me they'd spent most of the holiday with you, I couldn't believe my ears at first. Then they told me that you weren't married and had spent most of the time asking questions about me. So I knew... well, I hoped... that you felt the same way about me and I couldn't wait to come over here to see you. I even asked Joe for a divorce the first chance I had. He was fine with the idea; the bastard can't wait to get shot of his responsibilities to me. But we couldn't start the ball rolling until he came home on leave and could sign the papers."
Suddenly we were disturbed by the telephone ringing; it was Sam asking if they should take all the children and go on without us. Winnie told her we'd be down shortly. Then she gave me a quick kiss and said, "We're going to make this work, aren't we?"
"I certainly hope so, Winnie," I replied. "But I think it's going to depend on LeAnn and Reba in the long run."
"It's going to work all right!" she said as we left the room.
When we got to the hotel entrance, I realised the weather had turned to the threatening clouds I'd seen as I travelled, and they were unloading themselves; it was raining hard. I suggested a change of venue for the day and we headed for the museums at South Kensington. It was a pretty full day and very tiring for all of us, although the children seemed to fare better than us adults.
I didn't stay as late that night, even though Winnie had tried to persuade me to linger longer. I had some telephones calls that I had to make myself.
On arriving home I called my sister, even though it was pretty late, and told her about Winnie. Mags asked me if I knew what I was doing and had thought it all through. All I had to say was, "You know me, Maggie!"
"I sure do, brother. When do we get to meet her?" Margaret replied.
"As soon as I can arrange it, sis. The whole bunch of them are coming to my house on Sunday; perhaps you can bring the kids over and meet them."
"Oh, I might have guessed it. I know who's going to be doing all the cooking. We'll be over about nine. How many am I catering for, but the way?"
We went on to count all the heads that would be present and then Mags wished me good luck. I could always count on my sister to come to my rescue in times like that and she'd been bugging me to settle down with a 'nice girl' for years.
--------------------------------
It must have been four in the morning when I was woken by the telephone ringing.
"Hey, you limey bastard, what's this I hear about you fucking my wife?" the voice demanded.
"Joe, is that you?" I demanded.
"Of course it is, good buddy. Who else's wife have you been giving it to?" he replied.
"Joe, for a start I haven't laid a hand on Winnie. Well, not in that way anyway."
"Hey, man, you're kidding me. She's one of the best fucks there is! But then I guess that you're still playing the English gentleman, aren't you, my friend? You always were a little slow around the women."
"What do you want, Joe?" I said. I was getting annoyed with the bugger.
"Take it easy, my friend. I was just calling to give you my blessing. I know I haven't treated her right, but I'm damned sure that you will," he explained.
"Thanks, Joe," I said reticently.
"Look, mate. It's my kids I'm worried about. You will look after them, won't you?"
There was something about the way that Joe said those words that I had trouble getting my head around. I think it was the word 'mate' that told me this wasn't the usual Joe talking. Mate is an English term often used to a close friend. Joe knew it from when we'd been together as children, but I'd never heard him use it before.
"They'll still be your children, Joe. I hope you'll come and see them as often as you can."
"Ray, this is a crazy war out here; guys are getting killed everyday. I'll be lucky if I ever make it home again."
"Fuck, Joe, that's no way to talk," I said.
"Listen, my friend, I'm with a special unit and we... well, it ain't like any army unit I've worked with before. I'm going to be lucky if I can get out of here in one piece."
"Jesus, Joe, you be careful and keep your bleeding head down."
"I'll try, my friend, but don't be surprised if I don't make it. But now listen; I've got something important to tell you. If I don't make it, there'll be a guy; he'll call you and tell you he's got a present from Joe. You understand that? 'A present from Joe!' You will reply 'I've been waiting for it since Christmas.' Those exact words. Ray, you understand?"
"Yeah, I think so but why?"
"Ray, don't ask any questions. You just do as the man tells you and look after my three girls. Okay, good buddy, I doubt I'll be able to make it to the wedding. Good luck!" Then the line went dead.
'What the fuck is Joe up to now?' I thought as I lay there contemplating the strange call. In the back of my mind was a lot of worry; I really didn't know whether I could trust the guy.
----------------------------
I mentioned the call to Winnie the next day, but I didn't mention anything about Joe's strange instructions about the mystery guy. I just told her that Joe had given me his blessing.
I don't think Winnie trusted him either though, because she said something about wondering what he was up to as well.
The Sunday at my house went off great. Margaret, her husband and children met all my visitors and I noticed that Winnie and Margaret spent a lot of time together talking. We four guys went down to the local pub for a quick get to know each other drink whilst the dinner was cooking. When we returned the women had things completely under control.
During the afternoon we all went for a walk on Stanmore Common where I tried to explain to the guys the intricacies of the cricket match that was in progress there. I don't think any of them understood what the hell was going on. But they clapped when the rest of the onlookers did.
One of my sister's boys managed to fall into a pond. It wasn't deep, so there wasn't much in the way of danger. Although some of the folks who were fishing got out of their prams a bit over him disturbing the fish.
"She seems like a good catch to me," my sister said when we got a quick moment only. "And what have you done to those two girls? They seem to think that the son shines out of your arse."
"I don't know, Mags," I replied, "but those two precocious little tykes pushed Winnie and me together on the first day, physically."
"Sounds like you've found yourself a nice ready-made family, Ray," Maggie assured me. "I hope that they settle down alright over here."
-------------------------
The rest of the holiday we continued doing the tourist bit, although a couple of times Winnie and I did manage to get away on our own for a few hours. But all too soon it was time for them to fly home again.
It was a pretty tearful departure at Heathrow, even though I was going to fly over to the States in a few weeks to marry Winnie and bring her, Reba and LeAnn back to the UK for good.
-------------------------
"Ray, Joe's dead!" It was Tammy who had called me at my office just two weeks later.
"Are you sure?"
"Yes, Winnie's still listed as his next of kin and some army colonel turned up at the house yesterday and told her that he'd been killed in a plane crash."
I went on to mention that we'd have to put the wedding back. Winnie couldn't go to Joe's funeral when she was married to me. I knew that the Americans nearly always fly their dead home.
"There won't be a funeral, Ray. That's one of the reasons that that colonel called to see Winnie. The plane he was on exploded and there weren't any remains left for them to recover, according to the colonel."
"Jake's not sure but he thinks that the plane might have been somewhere it shouldn't have been and they can't get in there to search for any bodies. Jake and Sam were at Winnie's house when he called. Jake asked him some awkward questions and Jake said the answers the colonel gave him didn't make much sense. You know that Jake was out there for a while before he got wounded."
------------------------------
Whatever, after talking to Winnie later in the day, we decided that the wedding would go ahead as planned.
So just another couple of weeks after that I flew out to the States to marry the girl of my dreams. Margaret, her husband and children – my only close living relatives - flew with me. I was very flattered that my boss and his wife also flew over there to attend the wedding, although he had planned a holiday in Florida that year anyway. They changed the date so that they flew up for the ceremony.
When we arrived at the hotel we were staying at, I was further surprised to find that a couple of distant cousins and their families - who I hadn't seen in years - had come down from Canada to be with us. Maggie along with Winnie had arranged all of that.
Although with all of that family around it was impossible for Winnie to do the one thing that she had been hoping to do, rubbing herself up against me one night she told me that as she was now a widow, she had been hoping that we'd get together the first night I arrived.
"It was only Reba and LeAnn being so upset about their dad that stopped me climbing on the first plane heading for England. You wouldn't have any excuse, would you?" she giggled.
"Only, respect for the..." I began to say,
"Jesus, Ray, Joe played around behind my back; he didn't show me a drop of respect. Why should I give a damn about him? But you are right, maybe that's what stopped me calling Pan Am."
The wedding itself went off without any hassle. It wasn't as big as Winnie's previous wedding and certain of the bridesmaids who had been present weren't in attendance, but that was no surprise to anyone.
During the evening I made a point of returning to Winnie's side after I'd danced with anyone else for the first hour or so, but then Winnie dragged me aside.
"Ray, cut it out! You aren't Joe and I trust you completely, I know that you aren't going to disappear up to a room with anyone so stop trying to reassure me. Or is it that you don't trust me?"
"No, of course I trust you. I just thought..."
"Ray, we're married. If after the way I threw myself at you, you wouldn't bed me when I was still married to Joe, I know damn well you aren't going to misbehave. Now let's dance and then see if we can slip away for a little while. I'm getting really horny."
We didn't get a chance to slip away. I think Reba and LeAnn were feeling just a little insecure; whenever Winnie and I tried to slip away the two girls soon found us.
It must have been two in the morning before Winnie and I made it to the room we'd booked in that hotel. Tammy, Margaret and Sam were looking after Winnie's two for the night. I'm not sure which of them took the girls back to Winnie's house and spent the night there.
Once the bedroom door closed, my world took a whole new turn. As we were going up to the room in the lift, Winnie boldly pulled up her wedding dress, then after showing them to me removed her panties and pushed them into my pocket.
"I wanted to do that hours ago." She grinned, and then started rubbing my groin with her hand.
As I closed the bedroom door Winnie threw herself onto the bed. Lying there on her back she pulled up her dress and demanded. "Come on, let's have it. I'm as horny as hell."
"Should we take a shower first? Besides what about your dress?"
"Damn the dress, Ray, I don't intend to be wearing the thing again. Come on, I'm going insane here. Just fuck me. We can make love later."
The next few hours were the most tiring of my life. Not that me being tired stopped play though. Winnie was a dynamo in bed and she must have known every trick in the book. But then she'd been married to Joe so that wasn't really any surprise to me.
I have no idea what time Winnie decided that she wasn't going to get the little fella to stand up on his own again and settled for laying beside me, just holding on to him.
I know she woke me early in the morning by sucking on him again. We managed to do it twice before breakfast; once with her on top and once in the missionary position. That was a long one because we were kissing and cuddling a lot.
I must have been quiet as we ate breakfast, I don't know. I do believe I was wondering if I would be able to keep up with Winnie.
"I know what you're thinking, Ray," Winnie suddenly said.
"You do? That's worrying, if you can read my mind that is," I replied smiling at her.
"No, you're thinking how can a woman who likes sex as much as I do have been celibate for the last six years and only have had two men."
I didn't speak because I believe that question was in the back of my mind somewhere.
"I was a seventeen-year-old virgin when Joe talked me into letting him fuck me. And I have to admit I loved it. That was one thing in Joe's favour - he was bloody good in bed, he knew all the right buttons to push and when to push them. Christ, he was almost as good as you."
I assumed that reference was put in for my ego's benefit. I very much doubted that I could match up to Joe's experience.
"But I kind of lost the plot a bit, wasn't as careful as I should have been and... Well, you know I finished up getting pregnant. It wasn't very long after the wedding, before Reba was even born I think, that I realised that Joe was more likely than not playing around on me. Joe forgot one thing. He didn't have your staying power and he took a damn sight longer to recover. So it didn't take me too long to realise he was using his energy somewhere else."
"I guess I should have thrown him out right away but, well, I liked sex too much to cut myself off from the only cock that I'd ever known. It wasn't like I could come looking for you, was it? You were in London living with that girl Stephanie."
"How do you know about her?"
"Oh, Ray, you know when I met you I nearly didn't marry Joe. But what would you want with your friend's cast offs. A slut that had got herself pregnant by an arrogant asshole. But I had some friends in the UK who kept an eye on you for me."
"Winnie, I would have jumped at the chance to marry you even with Joe's baby inside you."
"Easy for you to say now, Ray, but what would your family have thought. No, I'd made my bed and I had to lie in it. Besides his wanderering ways, Joe wasn't a bad husband, although he must have fucked nearly every friend I ever had. Except for Sam; she told me he tried to, but she loves Jake.
"Anyway I had two choices, kick Joe out, or put up with his antics and enjoy the sex. Like a fool I chose to enjoy the sex. That is until some woman in town here got that STD they were on about all the time. Gonorrhoea or something like that, that some of the guys picked up in the brothels out there in Vietnam. From the stories that I've heard, it's resistant to antibiotics and can leave a woman sterile. That was it; I had no idea what Joe was going to pick up, especially after he was sent out to Vietnam himself.
"I couldn't take that kind of a risk with my girls' future, no matter how much I enjoyed the sex. So the next time Joe came home on leave, I just followed him and caught him in the back of a car with his trousers down. Then I threw him out. You know, he didn't put up much of a fight. He just told me it was my fault for being frigid and useless in bed.
"That was the bit that hurt the most, I loved him in a way and I definitely loved having his cock in me any chance I could get. And he said that I'm frigid.
"That's when I took up with the other guy. I'd been sleeping with him about a month - not often, a couple of times a week. I can't say he was getting the job done, but then Joe hadn't been doing that for a long time by then. Anyway the guy got a bit weird. I didn't mind that he wanted me to beg him to fuck me. Christ, I was doing that anyway.
"But then he started calling me his slut, because I was still married to Joe. Then to make things worse he wanted me to call myself his slut while we were having sex and even asked me if he could bring a friend along. Yeah, well, that was the last time he had me. I had to get Jake to have a word with him about pestering me. Everyone in town knows Jake's a crack shot.



"From that day until you did me this evening I've been celibate. Although I've got a few toys..." A surprised expression must have come onto my face. "Oh, I've shocked you. I'm sorry, but women masturbate as well as men, you know."
"I'm sorry, I've never thought about that before, Winnie."
"Well, some of us do especially if they enjoy having orgasms as much as I do. Anyway the point is I've only had those two men in my life. I need to be positive that you believe me when I say that."
"Winnie, it wouldn't make any difference to me how many men you've been with. God knows how many women I've slept with over the years."
"Yes, it would. You hold the institution of marriage in high esteem. You proved that to me in London. For a while there, because of how Joe behaved, I forgot, but now you're my husband and I need to know that you trust me as much as I trust you. Without that trust we'll have nothing, Ray."
"We have that trust, Winnie. Let's never mention it again," I replied.
"Good. Want to go again before we go and see your new children?"
---------------------------------------------------
We spent the afternoon and evening with Reba and LeAnn, before Winnie and I returned to the hotel for another tiring night's gymnastics. The following morning Winnie and I flew down to Miami for a few days on our honeymoon. A completely pointless exercise really because, except for eating and letting the cleaners in, we hardly left our hotel suite. Well it was a different bed and we had our own Jacuzzi en-suite so, I suppose it might have been worth the money.
On our return, life turned into a real rush. All of Winnie and the girls' stuff that they wanted to take back to the UK had to be packed up for the shippers to collect. There was also an endless round of impromptu goodbye parties for Winnie and the children to attend.
One of the things that I found difficult to get used to was Reba and LeAnn referring to me as their dad so quickly. Although it took them a while to switch from calling me Uncle Ray to dad. We went through 'father' for a while on the way, but I think they thought that didn't sound right.
But the first time I heard Reba say, "I'll ask my dad" to someone on the telephone brought a lump to my throat.
"Look at this," Winnie said the morning before we were due to fly back to the UK. She was holding the mail that I'd just taken from the postman outside.
"What you got?" I asked, as I was pouring out a cup of coffee.
"I'm finally divorced!" Winnie grinned at me. "I'm divorced from a dead man. Don't suppose anyone thought to tell the court that Joe was... What is it you say? 'Off this mortal soil?' "
"Something like that, Winnie."
"Well, I suppose I'd better hang on to this and put it with Joe's death certificate," Winnie said, folding the paper and putting it in her bag, or rather her purse as she referred to it.
----------------------------
Reba and LeAnn seemed to settle down very quickly in the UK. For the time being they went to an American school over here, but in time they switched into a British public school and continued their schooling in the British system. Both of them finishing up at university many years later.
There was, surprisingly, a lot more for us to do about Joe after we'd flown home than either Winnie or I imagined. Joe had died before the divorce came through so Winnie inherited his estate. I had to wonder where Joe had got all of his money from, because he owned property all over the USA. Some Winnie kept and rented out through agents, others she sold and we put the money into trust funds, for Reba and LeAnn.
The only odd thing that happened in the next few years was a guy from the US Embassy paying a call on us. We never were sure why he turned up or what he really wanted. Other than wanting to see everyone in the family, he even asked to see our marriage certificate, Winnie's divorce papers and for some reason he showed interest in Joe's death certificate. But maybe that was just because it was with the divorce papers.
Winnie said that she had the strangest feeling that she was being followed when she went out a couple of times after that. We told a neighbour of ours who was a policeman about it and I do believe he looked into it, but it came to nothing.
The next time I mentioned it to Winnie, she told me that she wasn't getting the feeling any more. So that was the end of that.
Winnie and I had been married for about four years and Winnie was pregnant with our second, her fourth, when the telephone call came.
"Ray?" a voice asked, when I picked the receiver up.
"Yeah."
"I've got a present from Joe!" the voice said in a definitely Australian sounding accent.
For a few seconds, I was confused about what the guy was on about. Then I remembered.
"I've been waiting for it since Christmas," I replied.
"South end of Chelsea Bridge at nine this evening. By the power station, there's a tea stall there. You'd better come alone," the voice said and then the line went dead.
I wasn't at all sure about this, but I decided that I'd have to go, or my curiosity would kill me. I took back-up along though in the form of a couple of my friends. They would turn up at the tea stall well before me in a van. In those days there was always a few vans and trucks parked there whilst the drivers took a break and had something to eat at the stall.
After ditching my car in the back streets of Chelsea, I walked across the bridge to the stall where I ordered tea and a bacon sandwich. My two friends were sitting in the van parked in the road right by the stall, but I managed not even to look in their direction.
Because there were so many people waiting to be served, I moved away from the stall a little, back towards the bridge. As I did so an old VW Microbus pulled up to the curb.
"Ray?" the driver called out to me.
I walked over to the Microbus. "Yeah?"
"Joe said I was to give you this, if he didn't make it," the guy whose face was hidden in shadow inside the Microbus said, as he handed me a thick package.
"What is it?" I asked.
"I don't know. You'll have to open it and see. But I wouldn't open it here. Make sure that you're somewhere private." Then the guy let out the clutch and the old van bumbled off making the usual VW sewing machine noise that they do.
I took a quick look in my friends' direction to make sure they'd seen the guy pass me the package and then began to walk back across the bridge. When I was nearly all the way over my friends drove past me and I saw them turn into the road where I'd left my car.
They'd parked in front of my car, so I jumped into the back of the van when I finally got there.
"What is it?" one of them asked.
"Don't know. I'll have to open it to find out," I replied and began to tear at the package.
"Hold on. It could be a bomb or something," the other friend suggested.
"Don't feel like a bomb to me," I offered.
"Ray, when was the last time you handled a bloody bomb? How the hell do you know what a bomb is going to feel like?"
"Yeah, that's a point. What do we do to find out if it is?" I asked.
"We could get it ex-rayed, but my brother's got one of those metal detector things. It would have to have metal wires and things in it, if it was a bomb, wouldn't it?" my first friend suggested.
So we headed over to his brother's house, where the package was ceremoniously placed in the rear garden, whilst his brother ascertained that it contained no metal with his toy. Then I retreated to my car again where I tore the package open.
Inside I found twenty thousand dollars in US currency, a letter from Joe and some paperwork written in French that I couldn't understand. The letter told me that there was a considerable quantity of money tucked away in a certain Caribbean Island Bank, and that the paperwork in the package would allow me access to it whenever I wanted it.
I hadn't let my friends see what I removed from the package so I told them it was just the cash, giving them a thousand dollars each to keep their mouths shut. Everything else I put into a safe deposit box a few days later and in the next few years I only touched some of the money when Winnie and I went to the States to visit everyone over there.
Our lives went on; we were very fortunate. I had a good job and rose up in the company until I was a director. We moved to a much bigger and very expensive house overlooking Stanmore common. Among our neighbours were Saudi princes and the like.
My income alone would not have enabled us to afford to live there, but we also had regular money coming in from the property of Joe's that Winnie had kept. So to be honest we were having it easy.
Reba was our first daughter to graduate from university. Tammy, her husband and children came over for the graduation ceremony that was to be held in Bristol Cathedral. It was quite a long day for all of us, some of which we spent in a pub-come-restaurant having lunch. The problem there was that, as the ceremony came to an end, I needed to find a gents in a hurry.
Leaving the rest of the family in the queue to have formal photographs taken, I eventually found the conveniences; they were tucked away and very difficult to locate. So there I was doing my thing and relieving myself, when a voice behind me suddenly said.
"I told you she was a good lay, didn't I? That's two great looking kids you've got there."
I turned to find Joe leaning against the wall behind me.
"Fucking hell! Joe, you're supposed to be dead," I blustered.
"I am, Ray, and for god's sake don't tell anyone I'm alive."
"Why ever not?" Stupid question I know. Joe was quite obviously hiding from someone.
"Yeah, well, things were a real mess out in Nam. I was in a special unit working in Laos and Thailand. We even went into Burma some of the time. Look, mate, everyone was on the take and we were handling all sorts of stuff. You know the US was handing out money, guns and ammo to every Tom, Dick and Harry going.
"Well, some of us thought we'd set up a little business for ourselves. There was thousands of dollars going into everyone's pockets; why shouldn't we have some. The next thing you know the CIA is nosing around so we all had to disappear permanent like."

"So what have you been doing since? Where have you been?"
"Around, don't worry. We still got the business going, we just have to change our identities every now and again. I've been watching how my girls turned out. You've done a good job on them. It worked to my advantage Winnie marrying you; someone might have spotted me in the States. I think I got a little too close a few years back, you know, when the embassy guy paid you a call. Looks like they aren't convinced that I am dead."
"So, should you be here? They might expect you to turn up at Reba's graduation."
"Oh yeah, I'm pretty safe. Someone still on the inside has put out the rumour that I'm in Argentina; they called the dogs off for this little do. Look, Ray, don't let on to any of them that I'm still alive. I wasn't going to tell you, but for some reason I couldn't help myself. You've done right by them, Ray. I only wish I had. Now you'd better get back to them before they start to worry."
That was many years ago and I've never seen or heard from Joe again. As he asked, I never mentioned the incident to Winnie or the girls.
Joe's Legacy, the money in that Caribbean Bank? Well, I suppose that it will stay there unless Reba or LeAnn need any cash in the future.
Life goes on.
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My thanks go to Techscan and LadyCibelle for their kind assistance with the editing of this story and correcting the usual clangers that keep my critics so happily amused. But I'm sure you'll find something you don't like in the story somewhere.
Foreword: I know that some people will say that the hero in this story is manipulated by at least one of the other characters in the tale. As a man, I have had many women try to manipulate me on many occasions; my good wife is adept at the art. She has to be; I can be a cantankerous old bugger sometimes.
I will point out to folks who don't like to see others manipulated, that sometimes there is a distinct advantage for the manipulated (I wonder if that's the right word). Let's face it; if you're blatantly conned into doing something and it all goes tits up on everyone, you can just smile and say, "Hey, look, it wasn't my idea; if it's gone tits-up, it's got fuck-all to do with me!" I've had heroes in similar circumstances in the past, where readers have failed to realise that playing dumb can sometimes be the hero's best option at the time.
-------------------------------
Peaceful Easy Feelin'
'Just what the fuck am I doing here and how much longer can it last?' I asked myself.
There I was, on the patio of a massive and very flash villa on the coast of an unbelievably beautiful (and bloody hot) Caribbean island. Not just any old Caribbean island either; this place was a private island. Only people who owned one of the villas -- or could afford to hire one for a week or so -- their staff and guests were allowed to step foot on the hallowed soil. The sort of place that the likes of me shouldn't even be allowed to dream about, let alone live in for a couple of months.
I was lying back on a sun-bed taking in some afternoon rays, sipping rum - that had been poured over crushed ice - from a long glass. Every so often Sam - a big coloured man, dressed in an immaculate white shirt and slacks, and complete with a neck tie (in that heat?) - would come to adjust the large parasol that protected my face from the sun's glare. Sam would also send the little dark skinned island girl Simone out to refill my glass whenever it was empty, without me asking; Sam knew my preferences -- and consuming rate - by then. He'd also remind me about how long I'd been in the sun and send that same little beauty out to apply sun block to my body when required. That was assuming that Sonya didn't beat her to it.
Somewhere below, I could hear the children playing in the swimming pool, I'd been down there earlier with them. As I lay there, occasionally I could pick out Sonya's voice amongst those of the children and their minders. Tutors, Sonya called them, taught the children everything from windsurfing to diving, but to my mind they were more like glorified nannies.
I lifted my head and looked around the sun patio; Christ, just the damn sun deck was larger than any house - including the garden - that I'd every lived in before.
As I looked around I caught sight of Sam standing at his usual station; from where he could watch me and be ready to cater for any request that I had. And at the same time, he could keep an eye on the swimming pool below; Sam was always ready for any request or emergency that could possibly happen down by the pool. I'd noticed that the guy was very protective of the children.
My movement had caught Sam's attention and our eyes met for a second, so I waved my hand to let him know that I didn't require anything.
He gave me a brief smile and nod before saying, "The Lady Sonya is coming up, sir."
"Her name's just Sonya, Sam," I admonished him.
"Yes, Sir. I'm sorry I forgot."
"And please try to remember, Sam, that when we're in private, I'm Frank. I'm not one for all this sir lark."
"Yes, Sir.... Frank, I'm sorry I keep forgetting," he replied.
I had been trying ever since I'd arrived here to get Sam -- and all of the rest of the staff - to drop the formality with me when there were no visitors in the house. But it appears old habits die hard. Sam had also pointed out that they might forget when we did have visitors in the house.
"Who gives a shit, Sam. I don't want my kids growing up thinking they are something that they aren't. You guys are looking after us like bloody royalty, but you're just earning a living like most everyone else in the world has to. And all of you are damned good at what you do. That makes you anyone's equal," I'd told them.
"Yes, Sir," Sam had replied. At one time, he tried "Mr Moore" on me, but I wasn't happy with that either.
Sonya appeared at the top of the stairs that led down to the pool. She smiled at Sam as she headed in my direction. Sam, ever the soul of discretion started down the stairs toward the pool. He would move to a position about halfway down, where he could see the pool but not what was happening on the patio, although he could hear Sonya or myself if we called him.
I marvelled once again -- as I always did whenever I saw her -- at the beauty of the woman walking towards me. 'This can't last much longer.' Was the thought that crossed my mind.
Sonya was - I'd estimated - about thirty-five years old, and I swear, by looking at that shapely body of hers - clad as it was in one of the smallest bikinis that I'd ever seen in my life; Sonya had several that size -- that no one could discern the slightest evidence that she had borne three children some years before.
"How's my lover boy? Recovered from playing with the children yet?" Sonya asked, as she swung one shapely leg over my body and lowered her backside carefully onto exactly the right spot on my groin area. Then she slowly began to rock her hips backwards and forwards, as she had done so many times in the previous few weeks. She knew full well that this would very soon have the effect she desired on me.
"Tired, but not from playing with the children this morning, Sonya. You really wore me out after the party last night!" I replied.
"Ah, diddums!" she giggled back at me. "But, it was a good session last night, wasn't it? Made me feel like a teenager again!"
"You ain't kidding, girl. Last night you worked me over pretty good, and then this morning you started on me as well. Jesus, I wish I'd been around when you were a teenager? Christ, I don't know how Seymour ever had any energy left to shag Jean."
"Neither do I! He certainly never had your stamina, in my bed anyway!" Sonya grinned down at me. "Perhaps he saved all his energy for Jean. She must have been really something in bed."
"I wouldn't say that exactly." I replied, remembering back to how Jean had been when she was in bed with me, especially in the last few years, since the children had been born. "Oh, she liked to 'do it' all right, but I wouldn't say she was ever that mad about sex. One orgasm was always enough for Jean. When she was in bed with me anyway." I added as an afterthought. "Actually Jean was more like some of those blokes you hear about; only with Jean it wasn't wham, bam, thank you, mam! It was wham, bam, thank you, man! Or rather, thank you, Frank. One climax was always enough for Jean; I'd get her off once and then she'd say that's enough for one night, Frank, I'm tired now. Then she'd roll over and go off to sleep."
"Sounds like some of the guys that I knew back at university." Sonya grinned again. "Anyway forgetting about Jean and sex for the minute. I sensed that there was something bothering you at breakfast this morning, Frank. I didn't want to ask in front of the children, but is something wrong?"
For a few seconds I debated whether to broach the subject with Sonya in my mind and came to the decision that we'd have to talk about it sooner or later. Probably the sooner the better!
"Well, to be honest with you, Sonya, no, not really at the moment. But I just can't help wondering when the bubble is going to burst."
Sonya stopped her rocking motion, which had already had the effect she intended even though I'd tried very hard not to get aroused.
"Bubble! What bubble?" she asked with a concerned look on her face.
"This bubble! All of this. Sonya, you are a very desirable woman. You're what, thirty-five?" Sonya nodded to affirm my estimate of her age. "You've got more money stashed away than they've got in the Bank of England and three massive houses. This one, that villa in the South of France and the estate in Surrey, that must be at least a hundred acres...."
"Two hundred and fifty!" Sonya corrected me still smiling.
I ignored her interruption. "Last night, you had some pretty handsome and damned rich looking fellas running around after you like blue-arsed-flies. You know they were all vying for your attention at the same time - well, they were trying to."
"And they didn't get it, did they? You know as well as I do that all they want is to get into my knickers, as you so elegantly like to put it," Sonya interrupted again, but still grinning. She seemed to enjoy my rather "basic English" vocabulary (Sonya's term) and often took the rise out of it in a friendly way.
"I can't say that I can blame them for that either." I smiled back at her. "You're one beautiful and very sexy looking woman, you know. Especially in that damned bikini or that low cut dress you had on last night!"
"So that's your problem; you're jealous. Well, don't be, Frank. They'll never get anything off of me while you're in my life."
"Well, you see, that really is the problem, Sonya. You're a very desirable thirty-five-year-old heiress, and I'm a forty-three-year-old sodding truck driver, for Christ's sake, from the North London suburbs at that. What have I done to deserve being here with you?"
"Well, you married a slut who let my husband fuck her brains out willy-nilly, that's what." Sonya giggled back at me. "And you screw better than any man I've ever shared a bed with before!"
I knew full well that she was enjoying our little conversation. Damn, the woman never seemed to take anything seriously.
"Yeah, so you say, but when you suggested this little jaunt, it was to wind-up our ex-spouses. I never in my wildest dreams imagined we'd ever... you know... The idea was that we'd make a big show of jetting out here to one of the houses that you took from Seymour in the settlement. I never intended to take advantage of you like I have."
"Whoa there, stud." Sonya's facial expression changed and she looked just a little annoyed with me. "For a start, you have never taken advantage of anyone; I chose to seduce you and I have no complaints on that score. Secondly, I didn't take this place from Seymour in the divorce either; it was mine all the time. My family had this house built years ago. The house in the south of France was my father's retirement home until he passed away and the estate in Surrey, what's left of it, well that has been in the family for well over two hundred years."
"Oh, sorry, I didn't realise. But it just goes to show that you and I are from completely different worlds... Well, look, Sonya, what I'm trying to say is that I could get used to this life... And, well, so could my girls, but the longer we stay out here the harder it's going to be to get back to normal."
"What do you mean by 'back to normal'?" Sonya demanded.
"Sonya, I love it here with you; Christ, I've grown to care for you a damned sight more than is prudent, under the circumstances..."
"And what circumstances would they be?" Sonya demanded; she was looking - uncharacteristically - very serious by then. It was possibly only the second or third time that I hadn't seen a smile on that beautiful face of hers.
"Sonya, let me get this out please! I've grown to care for you much, much more than you realise. And so have my girls; but someday soon you're going to figure that you've rubbed Seymour's face in the dirt enough, by slumming it with the likes of me and you're going to want to get back to your friends."
"Jesus Christ, Frank, what are you, a bloody snob? What kind of shallow slut do you take me for?"
"Sonya, I don't think you're shallow and I'll bleeding-well deck the first bugger who tries to call you a slut. As a matter of fact, if you remember correctly, I already have."
Sonya giggled, "Yeah, that was funny. I doubt that Seymour's ever been flattened like that before, not in public anyway. One punch from you and he went out like a light."
"Glass jaw they call it. Seymour might be a big man, but he can't take a punch."
"Well, he deserved it; he was very insulting at the airport."
"Sonya, he was telling the truth as he saw it. You led him to believe that you were bringing me out here to fuck my brains out in revenge for him carrying on with Jean when, in fact, we had already agreed that the whole charade was just for the press and the children's benefit. And to embarrass Seymour. We never did intend to sleep together really."
"Who didn't intend to sleep with whom? I know what I had planned, even if it did mean that I had to use a little bit of subterfuge where someone was concerned. Look, Frank, when I approached you in that transport café that day, I soon realised that I'd found, or rather that Jean was about to lose, a real man."
"I'll admit that when I went there that day, I had only intended to give you the evidence of Jean and Seymour's infidelity. But whilst we were talking, I recognised something in you that none of the other men that I've known in my life had, except maybe for my father. Perhaps I saw some of his character in you as well. He was a good man who thought of everyone else before he thought about himself."
"You got pretty irate at first when you saw those photographs, but then you got your emotions under control and, yes, you mentioned that you'd have to divorce Jean. But your number one consideration was on what effect it was all going to have to Annette and Sheryl. And what possible damage had been done already."
"It was?" I replied.
-----------------------------------
Of course, I could remember the occasion that Sonya was talking about, when an immaculately dressed, very beautiful and quite definitely out of place woman walked into Wally's Café, accompanied by a flunky in a flash whistle. She'd gotten the attention of every damn driver in the place from the second she stepped through the door.
The guy in the suit had gestured in my general direction and then went to the counter.
Then I'd been totally gob smacked as the woman strolled over to my table and took a seat opposite me.
"Frank Moore?" she'd enquired. Or rather asked me to affirm; it was pretty obvious that she knew who I was.
"Yes!" I replied meekly, looking from her to my mates, some of whom were also sat at the long table. To be honest, I was wondering what kind of a practical joke the guys had set me up for this time.
"I wonder if you would mind giving us some privacy, gentlemen?" she'd said, turning to the rest of the guys. "Mr Moore and I have something rather unpleasant and personal to discuss."
As they'd already finished their meals, the guys politely acquiesced to Sonya's request and left the table promptly. But not without giving me some very quizzical looks and a few of them winked at me. I just shrugged. I figured at least one of the guys was bluffing and knew exactly what the woman wanted. How wrong I was!
"Mr Moore, we've never met, but my name is Sonya Springfield. I believe that you've met my husband on a few occasions."
Indeed I had met the wanker. He was one of the big-knobs at the place where my wife Jean worked. I can't say that I'd ever been impressed by the bugger either; fancied his chances too much for my liking.
"Yes, I've met him a few times at the company do's," I replied, with a slightly uneasy feeling in my stomach.
"Well, I'm afraid I've come here to give you some rather unpleasant information. I thought it only civil to inform you about what's been going on, before the balloon goes up. I'm afraid I've got to tell you that your wife and my husband have been having an affair."
"I don't believe you!" I blustered.
'Jean, cheat on our marriage, no way! She doted on our children and she loved our little house; Christ, she loved me; well, she was always telling me she did.' But for some reason and almost immediately after that thought had crossed my mind, I began thinking. 'Now Seymour Springfield! Yeah well, he was the type who'd lay any little tart that he could get his hands on. But my Jean, no way would she cheat on me, not with the likes of him; she just wouldn't!'
Well, that was the way my mind was working at the time. But somehow - I still don't know why -- in my heart, I knew that this woman wasn't spinning me a line.
"I'm sorry, Mr Moore, but what I tell you is true," she said, placing a large manilla envelope which she'd been carrying on the table before me. "See for yourself. There're some photographs of them together in there. I'll warn you though, some of them are pretty disgusting and rather pornographic."
With more than a little trepidation and even more willpower, I picked up the envelope and peeked at the pictures inside. It wasn't even necessary for me to pull the pictures right out. The first one I saw was of Jean all right; a very naked Jean, who was on her hands and knees, getting it from behind by someone. I couldn't see who the guy was who was shagging her, but it definitely wasn't me; the guy was much too fat.
I looked back from the envelope to Sonya Springfield. I have no idea what kind of an expression I had on my face, but it must have been one of extreme shock and anger.
"I'm sorry, Mr Moore, but I thought it only fair to let you know what was going on before tomorrow morning when the balloon will go up. Seymour is a very famous man. I'm expecting that pictures of them together will be all over the media tomorrow... after the announcement is made that I'm filing for divorce on the grounds of his adultery with your wife. You might want to make sure that your children do not see the news broadcasts on television tomorrow."
I said something in reply but I can't remember what it was that I did say. Probably I thanked her for her thoughtfulness or something.
"Mr Moore, the sleaze that I came in with is my solicitor, Ronny Macintosh. I can't say that I like him very much, but he's a damned good lawyer. If you should need his services, he'll be only too pleased to take on a divorce case for you as well. I've already spoken to him; he won't charge you too much because I have him under retainer and he can run the two cases together."
Well, I think that was the gist of what Sonya said; neither my mind nor my memory was working properly by that time. Anger does that kind of thing to some people.
But I wasn't just anyone. I am a professional driver. My working days were spent on Britain's crowded roads and motorways with anything up to 44 tons up behind me. With the way most of the idiots drive their cars nowadays, cutting us up, not giving the big trucks enough clearance when they pull out in front of us, or pulling back too early into our braking zone after they overtake. I've had to learn to control my emotions. It's a matter of self-preservation; lose it and you could pile the truck up. And then those 44 tons will try to join you in the cab and push you straight into an early grave.
So pretty soon I managed to get my emotions back under control.
"Um, thanks, yeah, divorce, yeah, well, er... Looking at these pictures that's about all I can do, divorce her, isn't it?" I mumbled, I might have gotten my emotions under control, but I was still in a state of shock.
"No, sir, please don't be in too much of a hurry to make up your mind about divorcing your wife; it can prove expensive, you know," a man's voice said. Ronny Macintosh had come over to our table, probably at a prearranged signal from Sonya. "Divorce isn't your only option, sir. You should talk to your wife first before you make any decisions, and maybe see a marriage counsellor."



"What the hell are they doing there?" I asked absent-mindedly.
Whilst Ronny Macintosh had been talking, I had been thumbing through the photographs in the envelope. I still hadn't summoned up the courage to pull them out of the envelope and have a good look at them; I was trying to view them at an oblique angle from the end of the envelope.
"Let me see," Sonya said.
I tilted the envelope so that she could.
"Oh, my, that was last Thursday in the lounge of your house."
"I can see that!"
"Yes, well, Seymour is having sex with your wife from behind. You can't see them there, but your two children are sitting on the sofa that she's leaning over, watching the television. You can't see them in that still picture but you can on the film. Mr Moore, I don't believe that they knew what the adults were doing. They were completely engrossed in the television."
"Are you telling me that your husband was having sex with my wife when my children were in the same room?" I exploded; I was losing it again.
"Yes, I'm sorry. But from what we can make out on the video, we don't think that the girls were aware of what was going on. Jean lent over the back of the sofa to speak to them and from the looks of it, Seymour appeared to creep up behind her."
"And she let him! Jesus Christ, what is the fucker, sick or something? Shagging my wife whilst my kids were in the same room." I actually shouted that time. Everyone in Wally's place must have heard me.
"I can take it that marriage counselling is off the list of options then, can I?" Ronny Macintosh said. He had already taken some forms out of his briefcase and had been writing furiously as we talked.
"Too bloody right you can, mate, and I want custody of my kids as well!"
"No problem there, Mr Moore; that bit of film will see to that. Child endangerment, I believe the Americans call it; our family courts take a very dim view of that kind of behaviour as well. Now if you'd like to sign here, I can get the ball rolling whenever you give me the go signal."
"Go!" I replied, "I don't have to think about anything after seeing that. The sooner my girls are away from that bitch's influence the better. But god only knows what kind of an effect Jean and I divorcing will have on them."
"If that's the case, I could call a social worker friend of mine in on it tomorrow morning. She can get an emergency order from the family courts, suspending your wife's parental rights for the time being. And most probably they will require your wife to move out of the family home as well. Once that piece of film goes before the courts, she'll be hard pressed to get them back again."
"Hold your horses a little, Ronny. Mr Moore might not want to go that route. Surely it will be easier on the children if we can keep the social services people out of this. You know what those buggers can be like. Once they get involved, Mr Moore here might loose control of things completely," Sonya interrupted Ronny's flow.
"Yeah, you could be right, Sonya. They can get a little overenthusiastic at times and pretty officious as well," Ronny said and then he thought for a few seconds. "Frank - you don't mind me calling you Frank, do you?" I nodded to let him know I was fine with the idea. "Were you planning on being home tonight. You know, before we told you about..." Ronny's voice faded away.
"Yeah, I was. But how I'm going to hold my temper with Jean, I don't know."
"Yes, it might be better if you stayed away from your wife until you've had time to get used to the idea. Could you fake a delay of some kind that'll keep you away from the house for the night?" Ronny asked.
"Yeah, I can always call Jean and tell her that I've had a breakdown. But why?"
"To give us time to get our pigeons all lined up. Oh, and don't worry about your wife getting all cosy with Seymour tonight. Sonya's got that one covered. If you aren't home tonight, you can't lose it and let on to your wife that you know about her affair and are intending to apply for a divorce and custody of the children. I think I can rush this paperwork through and get in first thing in the morning. You'll have to take tomorrow off from work, and I suggest that you collect your children from their school at lunchtime. Have you got any relatives living near by that they can stay with for a day or so?"
"Yeah, my sister doesn't live all that far away. I could take them there. The girls stayed with her last year when Jean and I took a second - don't laugh - honeymoon.
"Good, if all goes to plan, I'll have the paperwork delivered to your wife at the same time as we serve Seymour. We might have to hang fire on that news conference for a couple of hours, Sonya," he said turning to her.
"I can't see any problem with that. We'll have time for the evening news programs and the dailies wouldn't have had the story until the Saturday morning anyway," Sonya replied.
"Good, I'll have someone at your house with you tomorrow afternoon, Frank. When your wife turns up she'll already have been served with the papers, so she'll know to expect trouble. It'll be best if the children aren't around if the confrontation starts to get too nasty. It's not good for the children to witness scenes like that. When they get excited it's too easy to say things that you'd rather the children didn't hear. We'll have my people run off some more stills from that video and maybe a copy of the tape itself all set up and ready to play in your home player. You can simply tell her to pack her bags and vacate the premises. If she refuses, we'll just tell her that we'll turn that tape over to the social services and that they will make sure that she never sees her two girls again."
"Can they do that?" I asked.
"You're not kidding they can! Those buggers can do just about anything that takes their fancy, if they tell the court that it's for the children's protection; they have the family courts behind them. A divorce court judge - now they're a bit more circumspect and could well throw out that video evidence of what Seymour and your wife got up in that room with the children present, because technically it was taken illegally. But the family courts, they aren't so particular on that score; to them, evidence is evidence and bugger where it came from."
I signed the papers that Ronny Macintosh put in front of me, then as he and Sonya got up to leave, I pulled the picture of my once happy little family out of my wallet and looked at it. Whatever happened I was convinced that Jean wasn't stealing my girls from me.
"They're two beautiful girls," Sonya had come around the table and was looking at the picture over my shoulder.
"Yeah, they take after their mother. Damn, they are going to be upset about all this."
"I've got three of my own, a boy and two girls. It's not going to be easy on them either. Mind I wouldn't say that Seymour was there for them very much anyway. But he is their father."
"Why do people do things like that - you know, have affairs? Don't they think about how its going to affect the children?" I asked.
"I really don't believe they think about what they are doing in advance, Frank. You don't mind me calling you Frank, do you? You must call me Sonya. I expect that we'll be seeing each other again even if it is only in the divorce court," she asked.
"Most everyone does," I replied.
"I'm sorry I had to be the one to break this to you, Frank. Ronny said he'd do it; he's a bloody good lawyer, but... Oh, you know, to him it's a job. I thought you might take it a bit easier knowing that I'm in the same boat."
"Thank you, Sonya, I expect we will meet again," I said standing to shake her hand. I shook Ronny's proffered hand as well.
They left and I went out to my truck and called my boss to explain the situation to him. I figured that I could trust him. I'd worked for him for some years by then. He even offered to make the call to Jean to tell her that I had had a breakdown and that I wouldn't be home until the next day. But I told him that I would do it. He wasn't quite so happy when I informed him that I wanted the following day and all the next week off work, but he understood my position and that I'd have to make arrangements for the children.
The call to Jean went surprisingly easy, too easy when I look back on it. It was if she didn't give a monkey whether I got home or not that night. Then I chatted with my girls for a little while. That was damned hard to do without getting emotional.
--------------------------
That Friday didn't quite go as I had expected or planned that it would. I'd collected the girls from school at lunchtime without any problem and drove them over to my sister's house, having briefed her on the situation earlier in the day. I figured that I was going to need a lot of support from my sister, where the girls were concerned. She'd been through a divorce herself so she knew the kind of effect losing one parent from the family could have on the children.
A woman called Rachel from Ronny Macintosh's office was waiting at my house when I got back there. Rachel explained that she was a solicitor who specialised in divorce and child custody cases; it appeared that Ronny Macintosh was the big cheese at the office and he had people who specialised in all the different areas of the law working for him.
Rachel was very a good looking woman and probably in her late forties or early fifties. She sounded very pleasant, but sometimes when she spoke there was a hardness about her words that made me think she could handle just about any situation. I think she was a lot less surprised as the day's events unfolded than I was.
Just after two o'clock Rachel received a phone call from Ronny, who had presented both the lovers with their copies of the divorce petitions when they had returned to the office after having lunch together. That was when we -- or rather I - discovered that things weren't going to go exactly as we'd expected.
From what Rachel relayed to me, Jean and super stud were both pretty surprised at being presented with the petitions, but they had soon recovered their composures. Jean had said something to Seymour about it "Moving the schedule up a little" and they'd both smiled, although Ronny thought Jean looked a lot more confident than Seymour did.
"He's a businessman who likes to be in control. We've wrong footed him and he doesn't like it a bit!" Rachel informed me confidently. "I'll bet he's running around now, like a tit in a trance trying to figure out how he can get back into the driving seat."
Shortly Rachel received another call and was informed that Jean and Seymour had left the company offices together and had gone to a solicitor's office.
"Might have guessed it. Harcourt's - they specialise in divorce and are very expensive," Rachel announced, with a smile on her face. "I like a good fight and we've got them by the balls on this one." The smile on her face turned into a grin. "But I think we'd better take some precautions," she added.
Then Rachel went out to her car and returned with two more brief cases. She'd brought a small one in with her when we'd entered the house. From the larger of the two new cases she took a book, which she hid amongst the others already on the bookshelf in the lounge. A small ornament she placed among the others on the mantelpiece in the dining room.
"Do you smoke?" she asked me.
I told her that I did, but that I was trying to give the habit up. Rachel then enquired which brand I smoked and asked me for my cigarette lighter. She took the lighter and placed it on top of a packet of the same brand of cigarettes that I smoke - which she'd also extracted from her briefcase - on the side worktop in the kitchen.
"There, that should cover all the likely places." She grinned. I must have been looking confused. "Microphones," she grinned at me. "It's useful to have a record of everything that's said on these occasions, especially if Harcourt's are concerned. I'm expecting one of his people to arrive here with your wife and he definitely will be wired, so hold your emotions in check please. I should imagine that they were planning on mental cruelty or accusing you of being a wife beater. You're guilty of neither, I assume?"
"Do what?" I replied. I had no idea of what Rachel was talking about.
"Frank, your wife took it much too easily. I believe she was planning on dumping you in the very near future. Didn't you hear me regarding what she said about moving the schedule up a little?"
"Oh, god, you think that Jean was planning to divorce me?"
"Yes, I very much suspect that Seymour and Jean were planning on dumping you and Sonya and setting up house together. Sonya did say that she thought someone was watching her in Paris earlier in the year. I should imagine that Seymour was trying to catch her cheating. He'd do much better out of a divorce if he some had some evidence that she'd strayed."
"Do you think that Sonya has, you know, had an affair?" I enquired. Rachel must have known this Sonya woman much better I.
"Frank I wouldn't take it on myself to speculate what Sonya gets up to. She was a real girl in the old days, led her father a real song and dance at times. Then she took up with Seymour and I think she's been the picture of virtue since. But anyone can have an affair, believe me; the circumstances just have to be right, that's all. You know, when it comes to love and fidelity, who can you trust in this world?"
"That's being a little pessimistic, isn't it?" I suggested.
"You think. Well, a few years back now, one of our client's loving wife framed her husband for the murder of her own lover's wife. When the husband eventually got out of prison she tried to kill him as well. Oh and she'd murdered her lover's wife and then killed her lover at the same time as she planned to kill her ex-husband. She was probably insane, but the husband had no idea that she'd been cheating on him all along; he thought she loved him."
"Oh, fuck, sorry! Pardon my French!" I said when I heard that story. Seemed to me like you can't trust anyone.
"Don't mind me. You'd be hard pushed to say anything that I haven't heard before," Rachel said in reply to my apology for my unintended bad language; that came from working in the real world. "There'll probably be some real colourful language flying about when your wife finally shows up here anyway. There normally is on these occasions."
Later whilst I was paying a call of nature, Rachel received yet another call and was informed that Jean and Seymour had been to the girls' school. Rachel was in the process of calling the police to arrange for a patrol car to come to the house as I came back down the stairs.
"I believe that she will have a gentleman with her by the name of Seymour Springfield. Should Mr Springfield try to enter the house with Mrs Moore, which I am pretty sure he will, then I'm convinced that it will lead to a confrontation with Mr Moore and a breach of the peace." Rachel stopped speaking while she listened to what whoever was on the other end of the line had to say.
"Yes, Mr Moore is the householder here. This is his house and his permanent place of residence. Mr Springfield is the person Mrs Moore has been having an affair with." There was a pause before she continued, "No, for various reasons, I believe that it will be Mrs Moore who moves out of the matrimonial home." There was another pause. "Yes, that's what I thought. His presence alone would most likely lead to a nasty and possibly violent confrontation with Mr Moore should he try to enter the house." She continued after another short pause, "Thank you, officer." Rachel closed the connection on her mobile phone and smiled at me.
"Seymour drove Jean to the school; apparently Jean came out again in a blind fury when she discovered that the children weren't there. Our man watching them said they telephoned someone; I suspect they called Harcourt. Anyway now they are waiting in the next street in Seymour's car. Probably for someone from Harcourt's office to arrive."
Less than half an hour later a police car pulled up at the curb outside the house and shortly after that, two BMW's drove slowly past, looking for a space to park in our crowded street. Rachel and my cars were filling the drive.
"Henry Harcourt himself. This should be fun," Rachel commented.
Maybe five minutes later Jean came walking up the road with two men dressed in business suits. One, I knew was Seymour Springfield, the other I assumed was the Harcourt guy, who Rachel couldn't wait to lock horns with.
As they got close to the house the policeman got out of his car and waylaid them. There was some animated conversation during which I could see that Jean was getting quite agitated. But the Harcourt guy was apparently trying to keep the peace. Eventually Seymour Springfield walked over to the police car with the officer and just Jean and Harcourt walked up the short path to the front door.
"Where are my girls? What have you done with them?" Jean shouted the moment she clapped eyes on me.
"The children are quite safe, Mrs Moore; I can assure you of that. We thought it better that they weren't witnesses this afternoon," Rachel replied. She had already instructed me to leave all the talking to her. "Hello, Henry. I'd better warn you that you're on a losing wicket on this one," Rachel directed to the Harcourt guy.
Jean carried on trying to go off on one at me, but Harcourt managed to persuade her to remain silent, for a while at least. Then he turned to Rachel.
"Hello, Rachel. I assume that you are representing Mr Moore?"
"We are, and I'd better warn you, Henry, that Mr Moore is in a very strong position to dictate the terms on this one."
"You think, Rachel?" Harcourt replied. "Mrs Moore has a strong case for divorce on the grounds of mental cruelty. She demands that the children be returned to her custody immediately and that Mr Moore vacate these premises forthwith and stays away until we can place all of this before the court."
Rachel smiled, "Henry, let's not beat around the bush on this one. Before you make a complete ass of yourself, I suggest that you and Mrs Moore watch the video that we've got set up for you in the lounge. Then I'll give you and Mrs Moore Mr Moore's terms for a settlement. I believe they are very reasonable considering the circumstances and I think you'll agree with me that Mrs Moore would be very foolish to reject to them. Not if she ever wants to have any personal contact with her children again in the future anyway. As it is, Mr Moore is prepared to offer her very reasonable but supervised visitation rights."
"Supervised visitation with my own children! What the hell are you talking about?" Jean screamed; she couldn't hold her silence any longer.
"Mrs Moore, you placed your children in what is usually considered to be moral danger. Whether you realised what you were doing at the time or not, that's what you and Mr Springfield did! Henry, go watch the damned tape and then we'll talk again; I should imagine that Mrs Moore knows how the video works. Oh, and you can keep that copy of the tape for your records; we'll wait in there," Rachel said, and then she walked past me into the kitchen. I followed her like a little lamb.
We hadn't been in the kitchen very long before we heard a stifled scream come from the lounge, where the TV was situated. Rachel gave me that wicked grin of hers again.
About ten minutes later Henry Harcourt came into the kitchen, followed by a rather sheepish but at the same time very angry looking Jean who had the videotape clasped tightly in her hand. I still wonder whether Jean's face was so red because she was embarrassed or because she was angry. How she managed to hold her tongue I don't know.
"Mrs Moore informs me that that recording was made in her own home without her knowledge or consent; the recording of it was a blatant invasion of her personal privacy," Harcourt said. "So if you are intending on trying to use it in the divorce proceedings, Rachel, you're out of luck. I'm sure that any judge won't allow it to be entered as evidence."



"Immaterial, Henry, we don't intend to use it in the divorce proceedings at all, only in the custody case in the Family Court. You know as well as I do that they will accept it as evidence of Mrs Moore's low moral character and her cavalier attitude to what is appropriate behaviour in the presence of impressionable young children. Now let's cut out all the crap and get down to the nitty-gritty."
"The Family Court?" Harcourt queried.
"Of course, a mother who brings her 'lovers' into the family home and has sexual intercourse with them in front of two young and impressionable girls." I noted that Rachel had laid emphasis on the plural even though we had no reason to even suspect that Jean had had any previous lovers. "Now you know as well as I do, Henry, no family court is going to consider her to be a competent person to raise children, especially young girls."
"The girls didn't see what Seymour did..." Jean started to say, but her brief stopped her and told her not to say anything. Then they both returned to the lounge for a while.
Later we learnt from listening to the recording that Rachel's gear had made that Harcourt told Jean that I had her by the short and curlys. "If the family court gets involved in this one, you will lose all your parental rights towards your children and probably you will never be allowed contact with them again," Harcourt informed her. "If you wish to be involved in some way in their upbringing, let's see what your husband has got in mind." After a lot of blustering Jean agreed to listen to our proposals.
Rachel laid our proposals on the table, quite succinctly. Jean was to move out of the house that day and then we'd jointly apply for a divorce on the grounds of unreconcilable differences. Jean would voluntarily give up all her parental rights over the children, and in return I would promise to guarantee her reasonable visitation rights; but all of her visits were to be supervised until the girls were of age. We emphasised that I did not wish to alienate Jean from the children, just protect them from her low moral values.
The moral values bit really pissed Jean off and she almost lost control of her emotions again. But after another somewhat heated exchange with Henry Harcourt in the lounge, she provisionally accepted my terms.
There was a lot of wrangling that went on over the following months, but basically I'd been in the driver's seat. Especially after Sonya's news conference and all the publicity surrounding her divorce, in which Jean was named as just one of the co-respondents. I expect that that must have put her nose out of joint a little as well, to find out that her lover was bedding another tart at the same time as their affair had been going on.
Jean wasn't too happy about the child maintenance that I demanded she pay me either. Jean's salary had been far in excess of mine for some time by then, even when she'd been working part time in the office; once she didn't have the children to rush home for in the afternoons, it must have gone through the roof.
Actually I'd been under the impression that Jean had been working full time, but that she had been on flexi-time, so that she had time to look after the children. It had also explained to me the numerous times that she had to return to the office in the evenings and on weekends.
Yeah, well, once I'd learnt about her affair with Springfield, it was obvious what she had really been doing. But like most husbands (and wives, come to that), I had no reason to disbelieve anything Jean told me until Sonya walked into Wally's Café that day. I certainly hadn't noticed any drastic change in Jean's behaviour towards me in the proceeding months or years. There had been the usual slowing down of the old lovemaking bit; but doesn't that happen in all marriages as the children become more mobile and aware of that kind of thing.
Jean never did apologise for cheating on our marriage. Actually on the first few occasions that she came to visit with the girls, I noticed a disdain and hostility in her attitude where I was concerned. The term 'Truck Driver' was mentioned several times. So I have to believe the reason that Jean strayed in the first place was because she'd come to the conclusion that she'd married bellow herself. Possibly mixing with all those Hooray-Henri's in her office in the city, with their big cars, inflated salaries and even bigger egos, had given her delusions of grandeur.
Anyway, I thought that the girls took their mother's departure from the family home surprisingly well. It was to be years later that I discovered that they had suspected that their mother was - to put it mildly - misbehaving. Now for a seven-year-old and nine-year-old to work that one out between them, doesn't bode well for my observations of what had been going on in our family home. Although I never did discuss Jean's infidelity with the girls openly, but over time I did learn that Jean and "Uncle Seymour" got progressively bolder in the months before the shit hit the fan. I can only assume that they were preparing the girls for the day when Jean was planning to dump me and move in with Springfield.
I'm not saying everything was roses at home after Jean was gone; money was soon to become a serious issue for me. I had to restrict my working hours to look after the girls, and I was lucky there in the fact that I had a very understanding boss. But only being able to drive on local jobs, not being able to start early in the mornings and having to finish in time to collect the children from school had severe repercussions on my income. Jean's child maintenance payments helped, but I realised I was going to be in shit street when the school holidays came around. My girls were far too young to leave on their own during the day.
My sister helped with minding the children, where she could. But she had four children of her own to look after, and her house was just too far away for me to drop the girls there every day and then go on to work.
We toyed with the idea of buying a larger house together. But Sue had an admirer by that time. John was a nice guy and we had hopes (which were eventually to came to fruition) that he'd make a better husband for her than her first one had. I had little choice than to stop working during the school holidays that were all too soon upon us and live on my savings for a while.
I think that I had it roughly worked out, that I could - by lowering our lifestyle somewhat for a few years, until the girls were old enough to be left to their own devices during the day -- make it through the next few years. And of course my social life would have to take a complete dive.
Rachel kept in close touch. She also took to dropping in during the evenings, usually with her husband in tow. She admonished me numerous times for not taking her advice and demanding spousal support from Jean when I'd had the opportunity. I think that possibly 'male pride' had paid a part in that decision of mine.
Rachel's husband even took me down to the pub a couple of evenings for a pint, whilst she stayed at my house with the girls. One thing that Rachel always seemed to mention somehow whenever she visited - and even when we spoke on the telephone; the divorce was still in progress at that time - was that Sonya had enquired after the children and me, and how we were getting on.
To be honest with you, I'd almost forgotten about the woman's existence. After all, although our spouses had been cheating together, that was about the only thing we had in common. My divorce was progressing pretty quietly, whilst Sonya's was hung up in the courts and was also slapped all over the newspapers and on TV. I avoided reading those papers and watching the news broadcasts on TV, because I didn't want my girls to see or hear their mother's name being mentioned all the time in such a context.
But the girls weren't daft, as I said; I was to learn later that they had a very good idea of what kind of character their mother had. But to my knowledge they never heard me run Jean down once. With Sonya's help I'd won the war; I had no intention of losing the peace by trying to alienate the girls from their mother.
Rachel and her husband had become regular visitors at my house. A professional couple who had married late in life, I think they'd kind off adopted my two girls as grandchildren. I was pleased about that, because the only family I had alive was my sister.
On a couple of Saturdays Rachel and her husband, took the girls out for the day, to give me a break Rachel said. On one of those occasions when they'd gone to the zoo -- or it might have been to the museums in Kensington -- the girls mentioned some new friends they'd made that day. I'll admit now that I didn't pay as much attention to those new friends as maybe I should have.
And so, on my daughter Sheryl's tenth birthday in early April, I was completely taken by surprise by the events of the day. Jean had come to the house for Sheryl's birthday party that my sister Sue had arranged; well, it was little more than a formal tea really. Sue had brought her own children and the new man in her life along with her. He and I had spent most of the time that Jean had been in the house out in my garage-come-workshop; I'm afraid you could cut the atmosphere with a knife when Jean and I were in the same room together.
Sheryl hadn't invited any of her school friends; I think she had been a little dubious about advertising the fact that her mother no longer lived at home. Especially because Jean had the habit of getting Seymour Springfield drop her off at the house when she came to visit the children. Jean had her own company car, so I'm not quite sure of why she insisted on having Seymour do that; maybe it was to rub my face in the fact that she was living with him. But then again it could have been pure thoughtlessness about the amount of embarrassment it caused her daughters, on Jean's part.
All day Susan had been hinting that other guests were going to arrive later in the day, but she was being very vague about who they were. I'm not sure why I figured that it would be Rachel and her husband, who had gotten very attached to my two little tykes in the previous couple of months; but I suspected that was who it was going to be.
Anyway, surprisingly early in the afternoon Susan served Sheryl's birthday tea; we had all managed to sit at the same table together to eat it and cheer as Sheryl blew out the candles on her cake. Then I'd retreated to the kitchen, in theory to do the washing up, in fact, to get out of Jean's company.
I did note that there seemed to be rather a lot of Tupperware boxes - full of cakes and things in the kitchen - that hadn't been touched yet. On closer inspection I figured that there was enough food there for another birthday party.
Whether by previous plan or because Jean had taken the hint from Susan, I'm not sure, but Springfield arrived around five to collect her. He didn't come up to the house - he never got out of his car when he dropped Jean off or collected her -- he just sat out in the street and sounded his car horn.
It was as Jean was walking out to the car that Rachel and her husband came walking along the road; the parking problem had caused them to park further down the street. Sheryl, Annette and I were watching Jean's departure from the front door. Now the thing that I was having trouble understanding at the time was that Rachel and her husband had two children with them. And what's more Springfield appeared to be taking a great interest in them; so much so that he actually got out of his car and said something that I didn't catch. At first I thought he was talking to Rachel, but then one of the little girls who was holding her hand called out, "Hi, daddy!" and waved at him.
But by that time Seymour Springfield's attention was on the people following Rachel who I hadn't seen yet. It was Sonya and her other child. Sonya and the young boy both waved at Springfield, Sonya also giving Jean -- who was still standing beside the car -- a big smile.
"Thank you. I think I've got the better end of the deal!" I heard Sonya call out; at the time I didn't really understand what she was talking about. I thought she was referring to having gotten rid of her husband.
Jean looked absolutely livid about something; she got into Seymour's car and slammed the door, then lent across the seats to say something to him. He waved at his children again before he got back into the car and drove away. The expression on Seymour Springfield's face had been one of total confusion though.
"Sorry, I had hoped they'd be gone before we got here!" Rachel said when she got to the door. "Sonya has been wanting to speak to you for weeks, Susan and I thought it would be nice if her children came to Sheryl's party, they got on so well together the other day."
I gave Rachel my 'What the hell are you up to now, girl,' look and she grinned back at me with that wicked grin of hers. Her husband gave me the 'I've got nothing to do with this' look that us guys use when our wives are not under our control.
"Hi, Frank. May we come in and join the party?" Sonya asked, effectively bringing the mental confrontation between Rachel and me to an end.
But before I could say more than "Hello, Sonya" in reply, Susan came dashing out of the house and hugged Sonya like they had been bosom buddies for donkey's years. Sue then dragged everyone inside.
"We thought Sheryl deserved to have some other children at her party," Sue informed me a little later when we got a minute alone. "Sheryl is still a little reticent about bringing her school friends home; you know, what with everything. Mine have been through it all, but that was a couple of years ago. We thought that Sonya's children are in the same boat as your two, so we thought it would a good idea to invite them along so they can commiserate with each other." Then she dashed off to continue sorting the catering for our new guests out.
Sheryl and Sonya's ten-year-old son -- Dominic, who appeared to be known by everyone as Tadpole -- seemed to hit it off remarkably quickly. Had they been a couple of years older I might have had cause to worry. Annette, Sheila (Sue's eldest) and Sonya's eight-year-old twins seemed to take to each other straight away as well. Susan's younger children were in a world of their own anyway.
I'd say that after Sonya's crowd arrived it turned into a proper children's birthday party; although Rachel and her husband seemed to organise all of the children's games. They obviously loved children. I discovered later that both being into their careers when they were younger, they'd married quite late in life and had been unsuccessful in having children of their own. Consequently they liked to play surrogate grandparents to any children that their friends had.
"How are you bearing up?" Sonya suddenly asked from behind me, when I'd slipped out into the garden for a quick smoke; I never smoke in the house.
I think she must have made me literally jump, because she was giggling a little when I turned around to face her. "As well as can be expected under the circumstances. How're things with you?" I replied.
"Not much different really. Seymour was never home much lately anyway. Always trying to swing another dodgy deal or the other, or so he said! More likely he was..."
"You weren't suspicious of him then?" I asked. There was something in the way Sonya had replied that made me suspect that she had been.
"I was a fool when I fell for Seymour's line of bull in the first place; he had me completely under his spell for a long time. I should have known that I couldn't trust the bugger. When a person can be as two faced as Seymour is in his business dealings, I should have wondered what his true feelings for me really were. I don't think my father ever liked or trusted him either. Am I glad daddy took the precautions he did with my inheritance. God, the man's a real slime ball. In a way I feel sorry for your wife. She doesn't know what she's let herself in for in the long term."
"Well, I don't. Serves her bloody right for what she's done to me and the girls. I must have been blind. I had no idea that she was playing around on me."
"When he wants to be, Seymour can be bloody charming, Frank. Christ, that man could charm the birds out of the trees, if he wanted to. I doubt that your wife knew what hit her. But she'll come down with one hell of a bump eventually. If she's got any sense she'll keep her job. She's damn good at what she does, you know."
"Is she, or did she only get where she is because of her association with your husband?"
"Oh, no, more like the other way round, I should think. Seymour doesn't have a controlling interest in that firm and Jean is good, even if she doesn't realise it. She holds a lot of influence with the board members. They recognise talent when they see it. I should imagine Seymour decided to hook up with her for nefarious reasons."
I don't know what kind of look I gave Sonya when she said that. To be honest, I wasn't even sure of what Jean did at her office. Neither of us had - as some folks put it - taken our jobs home with us; maybe that had been a mistake and we'd drifted apart because of it.
"I told you, Frank, he's a real slime ball. Seymour will try just about anything to get an edge in business. I'm damned sure that's why he married me in the first place; because my father was the Chairman of several companies that Seymour held directorships of at the time. But my father had a really serious heart attack a few years back and retired to the south of France. Knowing Seymour, that's probably when he considered I was of little further use to him; what with the way my father tied up my inheritance and all, before he died, so that Seymour couldn't get his hands on it."
I think I must have offered my condolences on her father's death at that point and the subject of conversation changed to our parents and what few relations we both had still alive. After that we talked about our children and the hopes we had for their future and my disappointment in Jean's betrayal.
Sonya told me that she didn't go out to work. A strange smile came on her face when I said that she was a stay at home mum. An even bigger smile came over her face when I said that I didn't blame her what with all the hassle of looking after the home and three children. Sonya was still smiling when Susan came out of the house to find us and informed us that Tadpole was looking for his mother.
"Mr Moore, can Sheryl and Annette come over to our house tomorrow? I want to teach her how to dive," Tadpole asked me the moment we walked in the door.
I assumed that the 'her' he was referring to was Sheryl, and I very much suspected that "teaching her how dive" was going to consist of Tadpole showing off his own prowess on the diving board. Sonya had told me that was where Dominic had got his tadpole nickname; once he had learnt to swim, she had trouble keeping him out of the pool.
"Sure, if they want to and your mother doesn't mind, I can't see why not," I replied.
"Susan, why don't you bring your children over as well? I'm sure they'd enjoy playing in the pool," Sonya immediately asked my sister. "You can all come for lunch."
So the following morning found me with my two and Susan's eldest, in my car. Following John - who apparently Sonya had given directions to her house to -- with Susan and her other three in his car, round the country lanes of deepest Surrey.
It wasn't at all warm that day, although it was quite sunny. I'd mentioned the temperature to Susan when we'd met up at her house; she just replied that the pool must be heated or Sonya wouldn't have invited the children over for a swim.
I was just beginning to think that John was completely lost when he turned off the road, through an arched gateway and into the drive of a bleeding great country house. I had been expecting a fairly large house if it had its own pool in the garden, but nothing like this bloody place. There was even a gatehouse beside the entrance arch.



I wasn't sure we had gone to the right house, until Tadpole and the twins came running out of the front portico, when we finally arrived at the end of the drive. All the children piled out of the cars and disappeared into the mansion as Sonya made her appearance.
There was something about the woman that I couldn't get my head around. She was dressed in a pair of cut off denims and a blouse that was tied just below her breasts, showing off a vast expanse of midriff; not the sort of clothing you would expect someone living in a house like that would wear. But the point was, she somehow managed to look so elegant in that attire. It struck me that, whatever the woman wore, she always managed to look like she was about to step out on the catwalk at a fashion show.
Sonya led us through the house and out into a rather large cast iron conservatory. Well, I assumed it had been a conservatory once; now it sported a large indoor swimming pool, that three young people -- a boy and two girls - were splashing about in. Sonya told us they were the offspring of some of the people who lived on the estate -- I noted that she didn't refer to them as workers. They were college students at the time, but on the weekends and during the holidays they liked to come up to the house and help keep the children amused, she informed us.
All three were formally introduced to us, before the children came rushing back down from wherever Tadpole and the twins had taken them to get changed. At the time, I didn't think much of it, but I got the feeling that the boy, Jeremy, was sizing me up. I didn't really notice either, that both of the girls sought me out for a chat at one time or another during the day and afterwards they would spend a few minutes in quiet conversation with each other.
Nothing much else of note happened that day; except I -- like all the other adults - was persuaded to don a swimsuit at sometime during the afternoon. Sonya supplied them from somewhere. I could only suppose that she held a stock of the things for guests to use somewhere in the house.
Oh, yeah, one other thing I noted was that Susan's guy, John, couldn't keep his eyes off of her figure -- Susan's, that is -- once she squeezed herself into the bikini that Sonya supplied her with. Well, I think that was what he was gawking at! Whatever, the bikini that Susan chose must have done the trick, because she called me the next day to tell me that John had asked her to marry him when they got back to her house that night.
I'd liked John from the moment I had met him; god knows where my sister picked him up. And I could tell he was a thoughtful bloke because the next time I saw him the cherished BMW Three Series was gone, replaced by a people carrier in which he could transport Susan and all four children around, in comfort and safety.
Everyone had appeared to enjoy themselves at Sonya's house. Well, it was a different world to us. Anyway after that weekend, it became a regular thing for Sonya and her three to turn up at my house on Saturdays, and on Sundays my two girls and myself would go over to Sonya's house. Most often John, Susan and the children would be invited to Sonya's house on the Sunday as well. Since Jean had been gone they nearly always turned up at mine on Saturdays anyway.
During our visits to Sonya's house over the following weeks, we did meet a couple of her relatives: an old boy who everyone referred to as Uncle Theo, who seemed to spend most of his time clay pigeon shooting out in the grounds somewhere, and a very formidable old lady who everyone respectfully addressed as Aunt Gilda. She frightened the arse off of me and just about every other adult that I ever saw in her company - well, Susan and John anyway.
You'll remember Lady Bracknell from 'The importance of being Earnest.' Yeah, well, I think Oscar Wilde must have based Lady Bracknell on Aunt Gilda; there was an uncanny similarity in their personalities. I know that she wasn't someone I would want to cross swords with, in a hurry.
Aunt Gilda always seemed very pleasant when she was with the children; she appeared to take a great interest in and spend a lot of time talking with my two girls, who were in complete awe of her.
Exactly what she talked with the girls about, I have no idea. But whatever Aunt Gilda said to them, they accepted as gospel. At home I discovered that chores around the house and school homework suddenly took on a new importance to them. When I enquired of the girls why the sudden change in attitude, I learnt that it had something to do with what Aunt Gilda had said to them. I enquired no further.
"All signed and sealed," Rachel said, handing me an envelope as I opened the door to her one evening. "The judge only made one order and that's that he considers Jean's reasonable access to the children shall consist of not less than sixty-five visits a year. Basically, once a week and on their birthdays and public holidays and the like." She grinned.
"I thought with the mutual petition we were keeping custody out of the court?" I replied, as I led Rachel into the kitchen and began pouring her a cup of tea.
"We were but the Judge wanted to know what arrangements had been made concerning them. He's a nice old boy so I told him what we had on Jean and Seymour. Henry wasn't too pleased about that. Anyway he decided to add it into the decree that Sonya's visits must be supervised by a responsible person and on no account could Seymour be present, even if she marries him in the future."
"So that's it, we're divorced then?" I asked.
"To all intents and purposes yes. It will be a little while before the paperwork's complete; it all has to be rubber stamped yet. But as far as you're concerned you are a free man from today and Jean has to pay the child support monthly or risk the wrath of the courts."
"Thanks, Rachel. Now I suppose I'll have to look forward to receiving your bill."
"No, the Judge took care of that as well. Once he'd asked about what arrangements had been made for the children, he looked at all the paperwork that I just happened to have with me. He saw your projected income and what Jean's raking in. That's when he decided to formalise the child maintenance payments, and when I told him that you were not asking for any maintenance for yourself until the girls were of age. You would have gotten that, you know; some cash to tide you over until you could go back to full time work. Anyway the judge decided that Jean should pay your legal expenses."
"Thanks, Rachel. I'm not on Poverty Street yet, but I'm going to have to keep a close eye on the cash for a few years."
Rachel went on to chastise me for not taking Jean for everything that I could. "That's the trouble with some of you guys. Your bloody pride gets in the way of your common sense. Jean would have taken you for every penny she could¸ don't you worry," Rachel admonished me.
"You're probably right, Rachel, and most likely Jean would have tried to make it difficult for me to see the girls as well. But I'm not Jean. I'm Frank Moore. I don't cheat on my family and I don't use my children or money as a weapon."
"I don't suppose the silly woman will ever realise what a catch she lost in you."
"Looking back I think Jean always wanted a big fish with plenty of money, not a tiddler like me. I'm quite happy in my little pond and I need to find the kind of woman who'll be happy to share it with me."
"What makes you say that, Frank?"
"Oh, I don't know. The little things, like Jean always being envious of people who had newer cars and bigger houses. She was never blatant about it but I could always sense the envy in her."
"Well, she's got her big fish, but I wonder if she got a strong enough net to keep him in." Rachel grinned.
I wondered how long it would last as well; after all from the hints I'd picked up from Sonya, it was extremely doubtful that Jean was Seymour's first extramarital affair and there's the old saying once a cheat always a cheat.
It was the following weekend that Susan and John announced their wedding date. Maybe I was a little worried that they hadn't known each other all that long, but in the long term John turned out to be a great husband and surrogate father to Susan's children, who by then hadn't laid eyes on their real father for three years. He'd turn up now and again in the following years, but not very often.
Anyway a week or so after Sue had made the announcement; Sonya asked where she and John were planning on going for their honeymoon.
"A honeymoon, you've got to be joking," Susan replied. "Who'd be dumb enough to look after the terrors whilst we were away?"
"Well, they could come and stay here with the children and me. Or better still if you move your wedding back a couple of weeks until the schools break up; they could come to the villa with us," Sonya said, then turned to me. "You and the girls could come along as well, Frank. I think they'd enjoy it over there; I know that Tadpole and the twins would love having them along."
"Over where, Sonya? Where is this villa of yours?"
"On an island in the Caribbean," Sonya replied rather vaguely, and before I could ask more she went on to Sue and John. "Hey, better than that, there is a guest house in the grounds, you and John could use that, it'll give you some privacy most of the time and your children can stay with Frank and me up in the villa. Then the children would be able to see you everyday, but you'd be on your own at night."
By that point the snowball was rolling down the hill on its own accord and getting bigger every second. One of the children must have overheard what we had been talking about and the next thing you know, it's all a done deal as far as the children were concerned. Disappointing them, I felt, was not an option; although I thought that the airfares were going to make a bleeding great dent in my bank account.
I think I vented my spleen a little at Sonya later.
"I'm sorry, Frank, I just got carried away. I like Sue, and John's a great guy taking on a ready-made family like that. Not every guy would do that. I just thought it would make their honeymoon something special. You know, a couple of weeks in the Caribbean for free."
"Not exactly free, Sonya. There's the cost of getting there and back again," I reminded her.
"Ah, now, this concern is about travel expenses, it isn't really about Sue and John, is it? Rachel told me that you're feeling the pinch a bit. But don't worry about the flights, Frank; I'll sort them out for everyone."
"I don't think that's a good idea, Sonya," I started to say.
"Frank, before you say anything else, my father was one of the biggest individual share holders in the airline. All those shares are still in the family and I get a whacking great discount whenever the children and I fly out there. On top of that, with the size of the party flying out we'll get an even bigger discount. So please put your masculine pride away for once."
"It's got nothing to do with pride..."
"Come off it, Frank. Don't you think I know you by now. But I'll be honest with you; I had an ulterior motive for inviting you, Sheryl and Annette along. Besides Tadpole believing that Sheryl is a private gift from god to him, he'd already said that he wanted to stay with Aunt Gilda this summer instead of going out to the villa, which means he must really be serious." Sonya stopped talking and smiled at me.
"Yeah, I gathered that they are getting sweet on each other, but they're barely ten years old," I replied.
"Children grow up a lot sooner than we did in this modern age, Frank."
"Tadpole might change his mind later, when he discovers how much of her mother Sheryl has in her. But what's this ulterior motive you have for inviting us out there?"
Sonya grinned again, "Well, you are well aware that my soon to be ex-husband is shacked up with your ex-wife, right." I nodded that I was aware of the fact. "You might not have heard about it, but all is not as well as it could be in the new household."
"How do you know that?"
"Trust me, Frank, I have ways of finding these things out. Jean is holding Seymour on a very tight leash and he doesn't like it a bit."
"How the hell is she managing to do that, if someone like you couldn't keep him under control? Christ, you outclass Jean in just about every respect and you couldn't control the bugger," I pointed out. Hey, they weren't married or anything yet, so I couldn't see why Seymour couldn't just throw Jean's cheating arse out.
"Thanks for the compliment," Sonya said, then asked, "That was a compliment, wasn't it?"
I just gave Sonya a sideways look in reply.
She smiled again. "Let's just say that some of Seymour's business ventures aren't quite as legal as they could be, and I do believe that Jean knows where all the skeletons are buried. Well, a good number of them anyway. What is it you say? Jean's got Seymour by the short and curlys! He's well and truly lumbered with her, until she gets bored with him.
"Ooh ah," I commented.
"Yeah, and I just thought it would be terribly funny if they got the idea that you and I were, you know, becoming more than just friends. Maybe we could put on a little show, just to turn the knife in the wound a little."
"A show?"
"Yes, we let them know when we are flying out and invite them to come and see the children off at the airport. Then you and I pretend to be a lot more familiar with each other than we really are. That should piss both of them off nicely."
"Pardon? Did you just say Piss-off?" I asked. 'Piss-off' wasn't the sort of language that Sonya usually used. Well, not in my hearing anyway.
"Frank, just because I went to Benenden - a school like that teaches you how to behave and talk like young ladies in public, but that doesn't mean all us girls didn't speak plain English when we were in our studies. There were girls from all backgrounds there, so I can curse with the best of them, when I want to," Sonya giggled. "Anyway are you going to go along with my dig at our exes, or are you going to disappoint the children?"
"You know that you are a very wicked and naughty girl, Sonya, and you manipulated me today, didn't you? You made damned sure that Tadpole would overhear you inviting us along."
"Honest answer?" she asked.
"Of course!" I insisted.
"Well, yes. I admit it. But in mitigation I must explain that it was Tadpole's idea to invite you all over there in the first place. He just had a different objective in mind. I told you, he has become very attached to Sheryl and threatened to stay with Aunt Gilda if Sheryl didn't go along with us this year, just so that he could see her."
"I don't know what to worry about most, your son's intentions toward my daughter or what sly trick you are about to pull next. It's getting so that I can't trust anyone."
"You are coming though?"
I couldn't bring myself to say no to the pleading little-girl-hurt expression on Sonya's face.
"I guess I haven't much choice really, have I?"
"And you'll play the game at the airport?"
"If you insist, but don't go overdoing things in front of the children; we wouldn't want them to get the wrong idea."
"Oh no, that would never do," Sonya replied, with a strange inflection to her voice that I didn't quite understand.
--------------------------------
The weeks went by and I still found I couldn't buy a newspaper. Stories about Sonya and Seymour's legal wranglings over money were in them most every day. And there always seemed to be pictures of Jean and Seymour together at some club or the other. I rarely read the stories but in the few that I did skim through on the news-stands - and reading between the lines - Jean was being painted as a real femme fatale and a marriage breaker.
The news reporters' quest for something -- anything -- different to write about the divorce, led to stories even mentioning Sonya and her friendship with me, a few times. But oddly -- well, for the way the muckrakers' normally phrase things -- there was no insinuation that anything untoward was going on between Sonya and myself. Well, not blatantly anyway; for some reason I was expecting salacious hints, but I was surprised that there weren't any.
Jean took to visiting the children for an hour or so a couple of evenings every week. Seymour would normally drop her off and by coincidence one or two press photographers always seemed to be hanging around in the street on those days. I came to the conclusion that someone was tipping the press off about which evenings Jean was coming to visit the children, because the press boys were never around on the days she didn't come. Considering the way she smiled and posed for them to take their pictures, it could well have been Jean herself.
Right from the start it was evident that I needed to get someone else to supervise Jean's visits. Maybe I was being bloody minded, but to my way of thinking supervised means that she's never alone with them. My feelings towards Jean at the time were still very antagonistic; some people might have called it hate.
But personally I don't believe we're on this earth long enough to waste time on hating anyone. But I will admit that I was winding her up, by insisting that a second adult of my choosing was always present when she was with the children.
Because I was very aware that my personal antagonism towards Jean manifested itself whenever we were in the same room together, Rachel did the honours a few times, but then she turned up one day with Tracy, a young secretary from her office who didn't live far from my house. Tracy did the honours from then on for a small fee.
Tracy's presence proved to be very handy. She looked very young herself and I do believe that Jean just thought that she was a local teenager who I'd roped in. Tracy didn't enlighten Jean otherwise and reported back to me diligently, when Jean began to question Sheryl and Annette, first about our visits to Sonya's house and her and the Springfield children's to ours. And secondly about what kind of a relationship was developing between Sonya and myself.
"Don't be silly, mummy," Annette had replied. "We go over to their house because Tadpole is Sherry's boyfriend and Jeremy is teaching us to swim."
Tracy said the mention of Jeremy had confused Jean somewhat, because she obviously had no idea who he was. Then she'd gotten further confused when Annette had rolled straight on into talking about Susan and John's wedding. Once again Jean had no idea who John was either. As she was leaving that night Jean did enquire of Tracy if she knew who Jeremy and John were; but that was the advantage of Tracy being there, she had no idea of who they were either.
A month or so went past and Jean began to hint to the children that she was going to be away for a few weeks during the summer. Tracy informed me that Annette had begun to say something about us going away on holiday as well, but Sheryl had cut her off by changing the subject to Susan's wedding.
"Frank, I know I'm only there to upset your wife."
"Ex-wife!" I corrected Tracy.
"Yes, sorry, your ex-wife. But I also know that you want the girls to have a, er, reasonable relationship with their mother."
"As reasonable as can be expected under the circumstances," I commented.
"Yes, I understand that it's very awkward," Tracy said, tentatively.
I thought that Tracy was beating around the bush so I went straight to what I thought she was getting at.
"Look, Tracy, if and when Jean ends her relationship with Seymour Springfield, I will relax my conditions on her visits to the girls. Whilst that animal is still around, she'll never be on her own with them if I've got any say in the matter, and she'll never take them out of this house unless you or someone like you is with them."
"No, you misunderstand me, Frank. I think that she deserves the conditions you have put on her visits. I do all of Rachel's typing and paperwork, so I know all about the indecent with Seymour in your lounge. What I was trying to point out to you is that Sheryl is feeling some real animosity towards her mother. I think even more than you publicly show. It could be that she hates her mother and to my mind that isn't right."



"You think?" I asked.
"I'm pretty sure; perhaps a child counsellor or something might be a good idea," Tracy suggested.
"Thank you for telling me Tracy. I have to admit that I hadn't really noticed. Maybe I'm too close, what with my own pain as well. I thought the girls were taking the marriage break-up pretty well."
"I think that they are really. It's possible that Sheryl has placed all the blame on her mother's shoulders. Which, if you think about it, is where it should be placed. But if she's ever going to return to the reasonable relationship that you say you'd like her to have with her mother, then Sheryl is going to have to start to forgive her sometime."
--------------------------
The headmistress at the girls' school put me in touch with a nice woman and we arranged for Sheryl and Annette to have a few sessions with her during the school lunch hours. I thought it wouldn't hurt for Annette to see her as well. A week or so later the woman called me in for a chat.
"Both children have taken the recent turmoil in their home lives extremely well in my opinion, Mr Moore. And up to a point, you are right about Sheryl's animosity towards her mother. But I'm pretty convinced that Sheryl will get over that eventually and forgive her mother in the long term. But, I must add, Sheryl is very disappointed in her mother and I doubt that she will ever forget what her mother did and what Sheryl thinks she was planning to do if you hadn't reacted first."
"I just hoped that the girls could have a reasonable relationship with their mother. I believe that they need her in their lives in the long term."
"You were hoping that they would not blame their mother for the marriage break-up. Well, Mr Moore, it appears that Sheryl had worked out that her mother was having an affair with this man well before your wife left home. She also suspected that her mother had intended taking her and Annette with them when she moved in with this man friend of hers. Now Sheryl really does hate him."
"She's not the only one," I commented.
"I can understand your feelings there, Mr Moore. Anyway, before everything came to a head Sheryl had been agonising about what to do about the situation for sometime. She was trying to summon up enough courage to tell you what she thought was going on, when you found out by other means. Because of those other means, Sheryl believes that she failed you by not telling you sooner; that has caused her a lot of anguish and put her under a lot of mental strain."
"I've looked at her books here and spoken to her teachers; her school work had really suffered in the weeks leading up to your break-up. They stayed pretty poor for some months afterwards; both of your daughters' studies went seriously downhill for a while. Then suddenly, about eight weeks ago, they both suddenly seemed to start getting her act together again and pulled their socks up."
"Aunt Gilda," I said absent-mindedly.
"Sorry?"
"Oh, the girls and I met an old lady about two months ago. She took a great interest in the girls and spent a lot of time talking to them. I've noticed that they were more diligent about their school homework after she'd spoken to them, and seem to be a lot more helpful around the house as well."
"It appears that Aunt Gilda has been a good influence on both your daughters."
"Yes, I'd say she has as well, much to my surprise. She's a real dragon; she scared the life out of me the first time that I met her. But she's obviously brilliant with children. They've only seen her a couple of times, but she always finds the time to speak to them individually."
"I believe that the lady is a good influence on your girls. You should encourage the relationship as much as you can. But may I ask you, if it's not too personal a question, who is this Sonya? Sheryl appears to be quite attached to her as well."
"That possibly has more to do with Tadpole than anything else; Sonya is his mother. Sheryl and Tadpole have become very close friends; if they were a few years older, I would have said too close, if you understand me. And by the way, Sonya's the wife of the new man in my wife's life."
"Oh, dear, I apologise. Lady Sonya Springfield, of course. I didn't realise who your wife's er... new friend was."
"Yes, my wife is shacked up with Seymour Springfield now," I confirmed.
'Yeah,' I thought to myself, 'you've drooled over gossip in the newspapers like everyone else.'
"Well, Mr Moore, I do believe that Sheryl is more disappointed in her mother's behaviour than anything else. She always has had a great attachment to you, and she feels guilty about not approaching you with her suspicions about what her mother was getting up to. She has also become attached to Lady Sonya and her son and she's probably blaming her mother for breaking that family up as well. However she does still love her mother so given time I do believe that she will forgive her."
"I can't see that Annette has any problems to worry about. She loves her mother and misses her being at home. But she is really enjoying the extra time that you are spending with her nowadays. She thinks that you're more fun than her mother and enjoys helping you with the cooking."
"Yeah, she's a little whiz in the kitchen."
"Well, I'll continue to see them about once every few weeks during the school terms, unless something changes. But I don't think you've got anything to worry about in the long term. Give them both time to get used to the quite drastic change in their home life and keep on encouraging their mother's visits.
----------------------------
The following Sunday Aunt Gilda was at Sonya's house again, and as was her usual want, spent some time during the morning talking with both of my daughters. Not that I took any particular notice at the time because Uncle Theo had dragged me outside into the grounds where he had set about teaching me how to shoot. Clays that is; I had never handled a gun in my life before.
I don't think I hit more than one of them before Dominic came out to tell us that lunch was being served. Uncle Theo thought Tadpole was a silly name for a young man and refused to use it; I had agreed with him but didn't think it was my place to interfere. At that time Uncle Theo was the only person that I ever heard refer to Dominic by any other name except Tadpole.
It was well after lunch and I think I was going up to one of the bedrooms to change into my swimming trunks when I heard,
"Mr Moore, I'd like a private word with you if I may, young man. Will you join me in the library for a cup of tea?" Aunt Gilda's voice boomed out from the library as I headed for the massive staircase.
I didn't know why I looked at Sonya who happened to be in the hall at the same time. But the look she gave told me that she had no idea what Aunt Gilda wanted to speak to me about. I must have looked a little nervous - that was the effect that Aunt Gilda had on most adults - and I noted that Sonya changed the direction that she was heading in, so that we arrived at the library door at the same time.
"I have some things that I wish to discuss with Frank in private, Sonya. Please make sure that we are not disturbed." Aunt Gilda dismissed Sonya with those few words.
I followed Aunt Gilda into the library where she directed me to a specific chair with a wave of her walking stick. She took a seat on the opposite side of a small table. I, of course, waited until she'd seated herself before sitting myself.
No sooner were we seated when one of Sonya's house staff came in carrying a tea tray. He placed it on the table between us and left again, after receiving a, "Thank you, Grant," from Aunt Gilda whom he addressed as Milady.
"Now, Frank, what's all this nonsense I hear about you having 'my girls' seen by a trick cyclist?" she asked.
I immediately noted that she referred to my daughters as 'her girls'; I took it as an affectionate term.
"They've had a lot of upheaval in their lives recently and I was worried about how Sheryl was handling it. She's apparently been very hostile towards her mother," I replied.
I suppose I could have been annoyed at Aunt Gilda's interference, but there was something about the woman. Dragon she might be, but I immediately knew that she had the girls' best interests at heart. I also had her taped as a very intelligent woman.
"Well, that's not very surprising, is it? Her mother probably made the worst decision of her life when she took up with Seymour. I always knew he was a complete scoundrel and so did Sonya's father. But then youngsters will be so headstrong on occasions.
"Sheryl's just fine, young man. She'll get over her anger eventually, don't worry. Children are pretty resilient, you know."
"Yes, that's virtually what the counsellor told me," I replied.
"There see, if you had spoken to me first, you could have saved yourself some money."
I didn't bother to mention to Aunt Gilda that the girls' school had supplied the counsellor.
Whilst we'd been talking she had poured the tea and at that point she handed the dainty little cup to me. Then she sat back in her chair and fixed me with one of those looks of hers.
"Now tell me, what are your intentions towards my niece?" she asked.
"Sorry, my intentions towards who?" I replied.
"Sonya, young man. You're here every weekend. I would like to know what your long term intentions towards my niece are. She's made one big mistake in her life; I'd like to ensure that she doesn't make another."
"Gilda, I bring the children over here on Sundays so that they can play together with Sonya's children. They all seem to have become great friends. Especially Sheryl and Dominic."
"And that's the only reason that you visit here every Sunday?"
"Yes. What other reason could there be? Both Sonya's and my children have effectively lost one parent. They are all in the same boat so Sonya suggested that they would... I don't know, commiserate with each other. Sonya brings her three to my house on Saturdays, and I bring the girls here on Sundays."
What I can only call a knowing smile came over Gilda's face. "How much like her mother that girl has grown to become?" she mused quietly to herself.
"Sorry," I said, not really understanding the relevance of what Gilda had said to the conversation.
"Oh its nothing important. Now, the other thing that I wanted to talk to you about is this trip you are all taking out to the Villa. Sonya is a little concerned about whether you can afford the airfare."
"Well, it is a concern to me, but I think I can afford it all right, thank you."
"Frank, you... I mean, your family's presence has been good for Sonya. She's not as tough as she likes to act sometimes, you know. Please don't be offended, but if you need assistance with the airfares just ask me. I'm a very rich woman and I really haven't got much to spend it on any more. I love Sonya's children, but your two have taken my heart as well. I'd hate to see them miss out on anything for the sake of a few pounds."
"Thank you for the offer, Gilda, but I'm fine financially, thank you. I have to be a little prudent, but we'll muddle through."
I'm not sure whether I was annoyed or not about the old lady's offer of financial assistance, but as it appeared that she was more interested in the girls' welfare than mine, I chose not to be.
Gilda and I chatted on about how well the children were getting together for a while and then she suggested that I should get back to enjoying the afternoon with the children. All the time we talked Aunt Gilda had this strange - what I can only describe as knowing - smile on her face. After that interview that smile nearly always came on her face when she looked at me. It appeared to be a private expression that she reserved for me personally.
"What was that all about?" Sonya asked in a quiet moment after I'd returned to the pool.
"I haven't got the foggiest idea; I think Aunt Gilda just wanted a quiet chat about my children." I replied; for some reason I didn't want to go into the details of my conversation with Aunt Gilda with Sonya. Possibly because Aunt Gilda had mentioned Sonya.
---------------------------
It was during the week before Susan and John's wedding that I decided to drop the bomb about our holiday to the Caribbean on Jean. I had noticed that the girls hadn't actually told Jean where we were going.
Oh, after Tracy told me about Sheryl's hostility towards her mother, I'd wired the lounge with a microphone hooked up to an old reel-to-reel tape-recorder hidden in my bedroom, one that I'd had since I was a kid. I would skim through the recording after the children were asleep, just to be nosy.
Several times I'd heard Jean mention the fact that she was going on a cruise, so she wouldn't be able to visit the children in the later part of June and for most of July.
"Well, daddy's taking us away for the summer holidays anyway," Annette had always replied, without actually saying where we were supposed to be going. I gathered that Sheryl must have sworn her little sister to secrecy on that subject.
Several times Jean had mentioned that a cruise on a big ship was going to be much better than spending a couple of weeks in a caravan in Paignton, and she had tried to talk the girls into working on me, to allow her to take them with her on the cruise.
The caravan holiday in Paignton had been Jean's idea of the perfect holiday location for children, by the way. It had been the place her parents had always taken her as a child and she had insisted that we holidayed at that same caravan site every year. Jean had rejected my suggestions of going elsewhere and positively refused to venture out of the country with the girls in the past.
She must have assumed that I was going to take the girls to Paignton yet again. So she got one hell of a shock when she saw Tracy - on cue - pick up the girls' passports that I'd left strategically placed on the coffee table in the lounge before she arrived.
"Why do you need passports?" Jean asked the girls.
"Don't be silly. We need them before we can get on the aeroplane, mummy," Annette replied.
Somehow Sheryl had worked out that this was the day that I was intending to tell her mother that we were going to the Caribbean, and she didn't dive in and silence her sister.
"Where are you going in an aeroplane?" Jean had demanded.
"Daddy's taking us out to the Caribbean with some friends of his," Sheryl had replied, with what I thought was more than a little trace of triumph in her voice.
"We are going to stay in a big house with its own swimming pool and everything, just like Tadpole's house has, but it's outdoors. We have to be careful of the sun and Tadpole is going to teach us how to sail and swim with a snorkel thing so we can see the fish on the reef," Annette added, apparently not wanting to be outdone by her older sister.
Jean had gone strangely silent for a few moments after that. Tracy, who was in the room with them - as she always was during Jean's visits - told later me that she looked like she'd been hit by a bus. We thought that Jean suddenly realised who the children and I were going away with and exactly where to.
"I need to speak to my husband," Jean suddenly said to Tracy. "Where is he?"
"If by that you mean your ex-husband, Mrs Moore, I think you might find him in the kitchen or out in his workshop."
That's when Jean burst into the kitchen and found me playing with the rather ancient video camera I purchased second-hand a few years before.
"The girls tell me that you're taking them to the Caribbean," she said as if I was taking them into a dangerous war zone.
"Yes, we've been invited by a friend to spend a few weeks at a villa out there."
"And when did you intend to let me in on the secret? You are breaking your promise already. How can I visit them if they are out there?" she demanded.
There was a tone of triumph in Jean's voice as if she'd caught me out for a change. I looked up at her from the camera, very slowly.
"So tell me, what was your plan, Jean? Were you intending getting off of your luxury cruise liner a couple of days a week and flying back home to see the girls? Or is it that you can have a holiday abroad but they can't? Or is it that you just don't like the idea of me going somewhere nice for a change?"
"Well, no, but the Caribbean, there's sharks and things out there. I don't want my children getting hurt."
"I can assure you that they won't get eaten by sharks, Jean."
"They could have come with me on the cruise. I'm sure it would have been much safer!"
"Possibly they could, if you weren't going with that arsehole. He's more dangerous to them than any of the sharks out in the Caribbean. But even if he wasn't going I think you'd find that the girls would much prefer to go with their friends."
"What friends?"
"Super stud's children, Annette and Sheryl, have gotten so tight with them, they are like siblings now. Don't look so surprised, Jean. They have a lot in common - they've all had one parent walk out on them."
"I didn't walk out. You threw me out of the house, remember?"
"I just got in first, Jean. Don't think I don't know that you were planning on dumping me and shacking up with golden bollocks well before I was even aware that you were playing his whore. You had every intention of taking my children from me and don't try to deny it!"
I think I was sounding rather annoyed; Jean must have decided that discretion was the better part of valour and dropped the argument.
"When are you going exactly?" she asked.
"Sunday morning. We are all meeting at the airport. Are you coming to see the children off and wish them a happy holiday? I know that super stud is going to be there to see his children off."
----------------------
"Oh, I loved Jean's facial expression. She really didn't know what to say, did she?" Susan said, as she watched the video I'd surreptitiously made of my little confrontation with Jean that evening. We were in one of the many bedrooms of Sonya's mansion, where Susan was getting dressed for her wedding ceremony that was to be held in the house's private chapel. I was showing Susan the tape whilst we waited until Susan considered that she was just late enough to get John worried.
"No, it's not often that Jean is at a loss for words, but she certainly didn't know what to say when the news finally sank in." I grinned back at her.
"I wonder what she'll make of..." Susan began, but then she suddenly changed her mind about what she was saying and stopped speaking.
"Make of what?" I asked.
I know my sister and the expression on her face told me that she was thinking about something for a few seconds before she went on.
"Oh, you know. Sonya is planning on trying to give Seymour the idea that you two have something going between you. I was wondering what Jean will make of it?"
"Probably nothing. Lady Sonya Springfield and me, getting it on together! Come off it, Susan, you'd have to be bloody daft to ever think that's going to really happen. Jean might be stupid sometimes, but she can't be that stupid."
"What's so daft about you and Sonya getting together or even just having a fling?"
"Susan, we're talking one upper class woman here; so Sonya lets our children play together to keep her own kids happy. That doesn't mean she wants to slum it romantically with the likes of me."
"What's wrong with you? You've got more class in your little finger than Seymour Springfield has ever had in his whole damned body. Just because Jean couldn't see that doesn't mean to say that Sonya can't."
"Susan, you've got to understand these titled folk. Oh, they love to pretend that they believe that everyone is equal. That's all right until they think that us hoi pollois are getting ideas above our station, then... well, they slap you down without a second thought."



"I don't think Sonya's like that at all."
"Come on, Susan, you know what all this is about. It's about getting back at Seymour. I'm damned sure Sonya has only been inviting us over here to get under his skin. In a way she's rubbing his nose in it. Seymour isn't allowed anywhere near Jean's children, but I'm here every weekend with his. And now she wants to make him believe that we are getting it on together. Sonya's winding the bugger up, that's all. Once she's had her fun, she'll be out of our lives as quick as those sexy legs of hers can carry her."
"You think?"
"Susan, you saw that guy who turned up here the other Sunday to see Sonya, in that bleeding Vanquish. Have you any idea how much that bleeding thing must have cost Lord Kiss-my-arse or whatever his f-ing name was? Well, I'll tell you, over a quarter of a million quid those things are and that's without insurance or filling the bloody fuel tank. He's more the type that Lady Sonya will finish up with, take my word for it. Someone with all the flash clothes and plenty of money to throw around, not the likes of me. Sonya has her own reasons for wanting us around, so I'm just waiting for the bubble to burst and wondering how the girls are going to take it. Sheryl has gotten very attached to Dominic. Maybe I shouldn't have let things go this far."
"But you do like Sonya, then; you know, you fancy her?" Sue asked.
"I've never said that I didn't. She is a very beautiful woman. If you ask me, Jean will never match up to Sonya's poise, elegant dress sense or ever have the class of Sonya. Christ, to my mind her Ladyship always looks as if she's about to walk out on a cat walk somewhere. If it's a trophy wife that Seymour wanted, he'll never beat Lady Sonya. God knows what the wanker was playing at by nicking my woman."
"No, I don't mean her looks; I mean you do like Sonya as a person?"
"Yes, well, yes, of course I do. The person that I've seen so far anyway, but I have to believe that it's all an act. Remember, I know what her motive was for getting to know all of us and being so friendly in the first place."
"You do? And what motive was that?"
"To upset Seymour, I told you!"
"Brother, I think you've become a bloody pessimist. Can't you believe that anyone is just being themselves and trust that their intentions are good? Does there have to be an ulterior motive for anything nice that people do for you?"
"Trust! Good choice of word, Susan. Christ, I trusted Jean, remember? I married her, didn't I? We had ten years of marriage and two great kids together. And then, completely out of the blue she takes up with that tosser and plans to steal my girls from me. That kind of teaches you the lesson in not trusting what anyone does."
"You're not the only one who's been let down by the person they thought loved them, you know."
"Come on, Sue, you knew he was a bleeding piss-artist and into drugs before you married him. Everyone told you that he'd finish up an alcoholic or dead with an overdose eventually. And what happened? All the bugger cares about now is where his next fix is coming from."
"I thought I could change him," Susan said defensively.
"Susan, I'm not criticising you for marrying the man you loved. What I'm saying is that we can all make mistakes; I thought Jean would never change, but she did. Maybe I was just a stepping stone to Jean until she found someone richer. That's why from now on I'm going to look at everything that people do with a little more scepticism than I did in the past. I'll be looking for what they are really after. Don't you remember what dad always used to say to us - if it looks too good to be true, then you can bet your life that it ain't true."
We were disturbed by a knock on the bedroom door. "Can I come in?" Sonya's dismembered voice called through the oak panelled door.
"Yes, of course," Susan called out, then Sonya's head appeared around the door.
"Susan, are you ready yet? Poor John's getting a little fractious; he's worried that you might have changed your mind, or something." Sonya grinned at us.
The wedding went off very well; there weren't very many people there besides us and the children, a couple of guys from John's work and their wives, and the one cousin that Susan and I were still in contact with. We had sent invites to the others, but none of them showed. And, of course, Sonya's Uncle Theo (without his trusty shotgun for a change) and Lady Gilda Casson -- that was the first time I ever heard her introduced or referred to by her proper title.
Aunt Gilda was waiting at the bottom of the main staircase when Susan and I came down to the hall. She told Susan to remove the string of fake pearls she was wearing and then handed her a diamond pendent necklace with a matching broach and bracelet to wear. Susan nearly fainted later when she was informed - by Rachel - that the glittering jewels were valued at nearly £100,000. They sure did set off that dress though. I'd never seen my sister looking so beautiful.
For Susan's wedding night, the girls and I took Susan's youngest two home with us and Rachel took the elder pair back to her place for the night. Susan and John went off to a hotel somewhere, for their first night as man and wife together. For some reason I got the impression that it was the first night they had slept together as well. I know that John looked pretty knackered and Susan had a big smile on her face when we all met up very early the following morning at Susan's house. We were due at the airport by nine-thirty at the latest.
I've got to say that it was pandemonium when we did check in for our flight. Six of the children had never flown before and were extremely excited. Sonya's three were used to the routine though so they enjoyed showing the others the ropes, even if some of the excitement did rub off on them.
I was surprised at first to see that Jeremy and the two girls were in Sonya's party. I didn't question the fact because it soon became apparent that they'd been accompanying Sonya and her children on this summer jaunt for some years. They soon had the children under control and were adept at keeping them occupied.
We'd checked in and were sitting in the refreshment lounge waiting for our flight to be called when Jeremy came over and whispered something to Sonya.
"The lovers have arrived, Frank. Jeremy has just spotted them coming over the bridge from the car park. I suggest that we separate our children from Susan's before they get here."
I didn't see how Sonya's children greeted their father. But Annette ran over to her mother and gave her a hug, Sheryl strolling along behind her quite nonchalantly.
Jean and Seymour didn't separate so consequently, the two disjointed family parties converged on each other; I had hoped this wasn't going to happen and that's why Sonya and I had separated the children in the first place.
I very much suspect that Jean and Seymour had a plan of their own. Whilst Jean was talking to Annette and Sheryl, I'm damned sure that Seymour edged even closer to her. It was with some difficulty that I refrained from commenting that Seymour was not supposed to speak to my children when he started ignoring his own three and said hello to Annette; Sheryl had returned to my side by then. But I couldn't really do so without making a scene and arguing with Jean in front of the children.
Possibly because I didn't rise to the bait, Seymour switched his attention back to his own children for a while. But then I noticed him gesture to Sonya with his head and the two of them moved away from the group slightly; just far enough that I couldn't hear what they were saying.
Jean was in full witch mode when she spoke to me. I can't remember her exact words because I was trying to eavesdrop on what Sonya and Seymour were saying (can I help it if I'm nosy). Anyway Jean was insinuating that I'd never offered to take her abroad for a holiday; that was a lie but I decided not to argue the point. Besides at that instant in time things got exciting.
".... more of a man than you'll ever be and he's a damn sight more considerate that you!" I heard Sonya say.
"You slut! You've slept with him, haven't you?" Seymour shouted in reply.
"You have no say in who I choose to sleep with anymore, Seymour. Now lower your voice in front of the children please."
"You're nothing but a common whore, a slut who sleeps with van drivers," Seymour shouted.
I've got to admit that my reaction then was most likely promoted by the fact that Seymour had called Sonya a whore and slut (twice) virtually within one breath. But it was probably also influenced - in some part - by the insult he'd just thrown at me. Shit, I'm a bloody professional truck driver. Only amateurs and cowboys drive bleeding vans.
It took three paces for me to reach Seymour. I tapped him on the shoulder -- well, grabbed his shoulder and spun him around to face me.
"The definition of a slut is a wife who shags other men behind her loving husband's back. You should know that - you're shacked up with one now. What a wife does after her husband walks out on her to shack up with a slut is no concern of his," I said to him.
I was quite pleased with myself - I hadn't exactly blasphemed once in that statement.
"Who the hell do you think you're talking to," Seymour replied. "I've got a good mind to take you outside and teach you some manners!"
"I really would like to see you try." I grinned back at him.
Now Seymour Springfield is quite a big bloke by any standards. But just for a moment I saw reticence in his eye; then his facial expression changed, he set his jaw and took half a step back leaning slightly to the right as he drew his arm back.
The punch - when it eventually arrived - missed me by a mile. I'd just stepped back a little and leant to the right myself. When you have advertised your intentions as Seymour had done, he really couldn't have expected me to have waited for him to land the damned thing.
My blow -- that as far as Seymour was concerned came from nowhere -- contacted his jaw as he was trying to regain his balance. Although I was distracted some by all the flashes that had suddenly started going off all around us. I hadn't noticed the press photographers all around before that instant. Anyway I do believe the distraction of those flashes possibly had the effect of weakening the force I put into the punch.
Seymour didn't so much fall over; he just kind-of folded up and collapsed in a heap on the spot.
"Is that what you had planned?" I asked Sonya as we herded the children back over to the rest of our party.
"Oh, my god, no!" Sonya replied. "I'm sorry, Frank. I had no idea Seymour would get violent."
I stopped and looked back at the now prone Seymour surrounded by Jean and airport staff attempting to revive him. And with a little group of fellow passengers and newsmen all of whom appeared to be taking pictures.
"He who lives by the sword dies by the sword!" I said.
"Pardon?" Sonya said.
"Oh, I don't know if it fits exactly, but I've always wanted to say that. This is possibly the best opportunity I'll ever have to use it," I said.
A smile came on Sonya's face, then she leant forward and kissed me very briefly on the lips. "It fits perfectly!" she said as she broke the kiss.
That was the first time besides when we shook hands that I can recall any physical contact between us. And I must admit, I enjoyed that first brief taste.
----------------------------------------
The flight out to Jamaica was long and during it no one mentioned that altercation at Heathrow - well, not to me anyway. We six adults were in club class and the nine children, Jeremy and the two girl minders - that's obviously what they were; Sonya had brought them along to run herd on the children -- anyway their seats were all grouped together just through in tourist class. During the flight we could and did go back to see them often. Although after they got over their first excitement they settled down and slept most of the time or watched the films.
It was pretty obvious that Sonya - or I should say, Lady Sonya - was well known at the airport and had also been expected; our whole group was herded off the aircraft together and given VIP treatment.
After the formalities we were met by a giant of a Jamaican, who was introduced to me as Sam. Sonya's twin girls both gave Sam a hug; come to think of it, they seemed more excited to see Sam than they had their father at Heathrow. Anyway then Sam was very formally introduced to Susan's children and my two girls. They were told they were to pay special attention to anything he told them, because he was in charge of the villa and their safety.
Finally Sam was introduced to Susan, John and myself.
"I'm please to meet you, sir. If there's anything you require you just have to ask," he said to me.
"I'll tell you what you can do for me, Sam; you can drop the sir bit. Her majesty hasn't waved a sword over any of my family's head, so far." I grinned at him.
He'd grinned back at me. "I will try to remember that... Frank."
After a ride down to the harbour on a coach, we transferred to a large cruiser type boat for the rest of the journey to the island that the villa is situated on. A meal had apparently been organised and was served during the long sea journey; it was dark and must have been getting near midnight by the time we tied up on one side of a jetty reaching some way out into the sea from the island. I was surprised that I hadn't noticed earlier but several guys were unloading our luggage from a second boat that it had obviously been transported in.
Several men and women were in the process of carrying some of the cases up a path that I assumed led to the villa.
Out of habit I went to pick-up my own suitcase, but Sam gently took hold of my arm before I could do so.
"I can carry my own bag, Sam!" I said to him.
"Mr Frank, you have a profession, I assume," he replied.
"Yeah, I drive trucks!" I replied.
"Do you let the people you deliver to drive your truck?" he asked.
"No, Sam, I'd do myself out of a job, wouldn't I?"
"Then please don't take the staff's job from them. You are on vacation and the staff here are paid to look after your every need. Well, almost! There's no other work around here except for fishing."
I looked up at the big man who was smiling back down at me. "Okay, Sam, this is your island," I said.
"Thank you, sir, and I wish it was. But I think we are going to get along fine, don't you?"
The short conversation was interrupted by a little scream. Both I and Sam spun around to see Simone drop the two bags that she was carrying, run over to young Jeremy who'd just climbed off the boat and throw her arms around his neck.
Sam gave a little laugh, "We told her Jeremy couldn't be coming this year as a joke. She was very disappointed."
"Do I assume that they are an item?"
"Simone and Jerry have been together for many years. Jeremy and his sister are planning on joining the staff here at the villa when they finish their studies; they are going to teach the guests water sports. I believe that he and Simone will get married as soon as he moves out here." Sam hoisted a couple of suitcases and made off up the path towards the villa.
I looked around and realised almost everyone else, except Jeremy and Simone -- who were otherwise occupied - had gone on ahead of me, whilst I'd been talking to Sam. So I followed on in the same direction that Sam had gone in. Just taking a quick look back at the love-birds snogging on the jetty.
The path led to a long flight of stairs. Some way up these I came to a large paved area with a pretty impressive swimming pool. On the other side of the pool level, I could see Sam climbing another flight of steps; these lead onto the large patio in front of the villa itself. It looked pretty big to me; well, I had assumed it was going to be quite big to be able to accommodate all of us. But later I discovered that it wasn't just big, it was massive, built with separate wings on many levels that seemed to snake around the hillside. Later it was explained to me, that although ostensibly it had been built as a private villa, the plan had always been to hire out wings of the building, something in the fashion of a hotel, when the family wasn't in residence, mainly I gathered to help with the running costs.
Several much smaller villas which Sonya referred to as summer houses were doted around on the grounds. It was one of these that Susan and John were shipped off to, to allow the newly-weds some privacy.
I have no idea which way the children went when they'd entered the villa. They had been led off by members of the staff to their own suites - nobody had rooms; all the accommodation was in suites of several rooms, each with their own private balcony or patio area. The place wasn't just impressive, it was unbelievable to a person like me; something like an elaborate film set.
Sonya, like everyone else, had disappeared by the time I arrived inside the building and it was Sam who led me up to my suite.
"That's the door to Lady Sonya's suite," Sam pointed out as we came to the door of my own.
I noted that Sonya and I were in adjoining suites, but thought no more of it. It was only the following day when I discovered that all the children and the two teenage girls were in another wing that I began to put any significance to the room allocations.
Jeremy, by the way, was accommodated in the staff villa. I didn't ask, but later I assumed that he and Simone were sleeping together. Whenever Simone was off-duty she was never more than six inches from his side.
I took a quick shower, then set out to track down my daughters, who I soon discovered along with Susan's children being given a full tour of the house by Tadpole and his sisters. I pointed out that it was very late and eventually the children agreed to retire to bed. They were all very excited, so I couldn't really chastise them for being up well after midnight. As they disappeared toward their rooms, I wandered out onto the patio.
"Can I get you anything, sir; coffee or something stronger?" Sam asked, apparently appearing from out of thin air.
I was to get used to that habit of his over the next few weeks. It was like the man had a sixth sense; he seemed to be able to predict whenever I wanted anything and he would suddenly be there.
"Sam, its Frank if you don't mind. Yeah, where's the bloody bar? I could do with something."
Sam led the way and I sat on a stool at the bar whilst Sam mixed me one of his special cocktails. Then we chatted for an hour or so, Sam filling me in on the villa's history and he talked a lot about Sonya's father who Sam had apparently been devoted to. It was pretty obvious that that devotion had been transferred to Sonya with her father's demise.
I have no idea whatsoever as to the time I got to bed. I know that I was awakened by Sheryl and Annette charging into my room and diving on top of me whilst I was still in bed.
"Come on, Daddy, get up. We are all going swimming after breakfast!" they demanded in unison.
My mind was filled with confusion and for an instant misplaced embarrassment. I could have sworn, that, because it was so warm, I'd pulled the covers from the bed and had just laid on it completely naked. But when my girls woke me with their yells and by landing on top of me at almost the same instant, my dignity was covered by a bed sheet. It was several days before I sorted that one out.
Shooing the girls from my room, I had a shower, slipped some trunks on under a pair of shorts, added a shirt for decency and made my way down to the dining room. Only no one was in there; they were eating breakfast under a large canopy out on the patio.
"Good morning, Frank. Did you sleep well?" Sonya asked.



Sonya was standing there, dressed in one of the briefest red bikinis I'd ever seen in my life. I thought I was used to her brief swimming attire from the ones she'd worn at her mansion, but this one couldn't have half the materiel in it that those had had. Although she did have a sarong wrapped around her waist, but it was made of chiffon so it didn't exactly hide anything.
Christ, the woman was any man's wet dream standing there. There was something about the expression on Sonya's face when she asked the question that I couldn't put my finger on as well.
"Good morning, Sonya. A little hot, but I think I'll get used to it."
"If you close the shutters you can put the air conditioning on, you know. We're trying to be a little environmentally friendly and the air-con shuts down in the private rooms if the windows are open and you are left with the old fashioned fans, like we have in the rest of the house."
Once everyone - except for John and Susan - had appeared - we had some difficulty in persuading Susan's youngest two not to got searching for them -- and had had breakfast, we all adjourned to the swimming pool where most of the morning was spent splashing around in the water with the children.
Yeah, well, that was the idea, but with hindsight I realised that Sonya and I seemed to be going for the same beach ball all the time. Normally thrown - I might add - by Tadpole.
Also during the morning I had decided that something had to be done about the boy's nickname. Tadpole was all right for a little kid but he was ten years old, soon he'd be going into secondary education and surely the older boys would take the piss out of him with a name like Tadpole. I resolved to talk to the boy about it.
My chance came sooner than I expected. I'd got out of the pool to have a drink -- of iced cordial, I ain't that bad -- I'd seated myself on the balustrade and was looking out to sea when Dominic climbed up beside me.
"You like my mother, don't you?" he asked.
"Yes, Dominic, she's a very nice person."
"And very beautiful," the boy added.
"Yes, she is very beautiful. I think your father was a complete fool."
"She likes you as well," he said, ignoring my reference to his father.
"I'm pleased to hear it," I replied. 'What's this boy up to?' I thought to myself, 'surely he can't be trying to match-make for his mother.' But I carried on "Dominic, this nickname of yours - Tadpole."
"Yes, sir, it does get a bit..." the boy stopped speaking; I doubt he knew how to phrase what he wanted to say.
"It sounds a little young, when you've got your girlfriend on your arm?" I asked, with a smile on my face.
"Girlfriend, sir?"
"Dominic, I'm talking about Sheryl here. I'm not blind you know. You're sweet on her and she's sweet on you. You just make sure that you behave yourself."
"Do I look daft? I saw you in action at the airport, Mr Moore. You shut my father up faster than I've seen anyone do before."
"I'm sorry you saw that, young man. I'm afraid I let my emotions get the better of me."
"I'm not! He's a real pig most of the time, especially to my mother. He's hit her quite a few times, you know. Oh, Christ, don't tell mother I saw though. I was supposed to be in bed. One night, if the gun cupboard hadn't been locked, I think I would have got a shotgun and killed him."
"Dominic, are you telling me that your father used to beat your mother?"
"Yes, sir; I saw him hit her myself, several times. But I don't think he'll dare to hit her anymore, not after the way you knocked him out at the airport."
This was indeed interesting and alarming information, but I thought I'd better move the boy off the subject of his father beating his mother.
"Dominic, I've been thinking about this nickname of yours. Have you ever thought of dropping the pole part and just calling yourself Tad?" I asked.
"What like the boy in that program on the television?"
"Yeah, strikes me as a good idea. You'll have dropped one syllable and changed a silly name into a macho one."
"Yes, I think I'd like that. But how can I make people call me Tad instead of Tadpole?"
"You let me worry about that young man. From now on, if anyone asks your name you tell them Dominic or Tad. And after a few days gently stop answering to the name Tadpole."
"Thanks, Mr Moore, I'll try to do that." He grinned as he climbed down from the balustrade.
I asked him to send Sheryl and Annette over to me as he left. When they arrived, I told them about Tad's change of name. Annette was confused but Sheryl just gave me a hug and a kiss. Before the end of the day Tadpole had become Tad to nearly all of the children. You couldn't expect the younger ones to remember immediately.
The surprising thing was that Sonya and the staff picked up the change so quickly. I know -- or rather I'd felt -- someone -- I'd assumed Sonya - watching Tad and I whilst we'd been talking. She gave me a wonderful smile when I was the first one to call him Tad whilst we splashed about in the pool later.
After dinner that evening I was standing alone out on the patio. Jeremy and Simone were down below in the pool and I was watching them as they frolicked together. Then I saw Susan and John appear from one of the other paths also dressed to swim. They had a short conversation with Jeremy and Simone before they got into the pool as well.
"Watching the lovers play? You're not a voyeur, are you?" Sonya was suddenly standing beside me.
"No, I was thinking that they'd probably prefer it, if the lights down there were dimmed a little," I replied.
"That's easy enough to do." Sonya said then turned to look back at the villa. "Sam, can we have mood lighting on the pool level please?"
The ubiquitous Sam had appeared from somewhere as I was beginning to get used to him doing by then. He smiled back at Sonya, then disappeared back into the building. A few seconds later nearly all the lights went out on the pool level, leaving just enough on for the lovers to see what they were doing. And some safety lights under the water. Sonya explained that the pool had a computer system built into it. Underwater sensors set off alarms if anything remained static on the bottom of the pool for more than a few seconds.
As we could no longer play voyeurs, Sonya took me on a tour of the vast complex of buildings. I'm not sure exactly when but sometime during our walk Sonya took my arm.
"This is my summer house," Sonya said as she led the way up to what I believe was the smallest one. "My father gave me this one when I was a teenager, so it's never let out for anyone else to use."
She led the way inside and showed me around. It was more like a home than any of the others. Stuffed toys, dolls and pictures of her family were scattered about everywhere.
"This is where I stay when I come over here on my own; in the last few years, sometimes I just had to get away for a while.
'Yeah, from what Dominic told me, most likely to let the bruises go down, I should imagine,' I thought to myself. I couldn't actually say that to Sonya though.
Sonya led me on a convoluted tour of the small bungalow - for that was what it really was - only it wasn't exactly what I'd term small, unless you compared it to the other buildings on the villa's estate.
She steered me around the lounge area, then the kitchen and outside dining area and then into the bedroom with its massive round bed. I couldn't say that I'd ever seen a round bed before, except in films. Then she steered me out onto the bedroom's private patio. Private it certainly was; from it you could see nothing but the sea. Consequently you have to be out at sea -- and about two hundred feet in the air to see anyone on it.
"How do you like this little toy?" Sonya asked, as she flicked a switch and what I had taken to be a raised flowerbed glided away to reveal a jacuzzi beneath.
"Expensive," I remarked.
"Everything is expensive out here, Frank. Don't let it worry you."
"Kind of out of my league all this stuff. I'm still trying to take it all in," I replied.
"Is that why you haven't..." she began to ask but suddenly stopped speaking.
"I haven't what?" I asked, turning to look at her, but as I did so her lips came into contact with mine.
Yeah, okay, I had never in my life dared dream that I would kiss the woman, but I hadn't forgotten my manners. Or could it be that the old autopilot took over? Anyway the next thing I know I'm holding Sonya in my arms and we're snogging like a couple of teenagers.
I'd had no intention of it happening, but once she'd kissed me I could have stood there all night. Don't ask; I have no idea how many minutes passed before we broke the kiss. Basically, I think, I had to come up for air.
"Would you like a drink?" Sonya said as she walked back inside the bedroom.
"Thanks," was the best I could muster in reply.
Don't ask me why I never questioned the fact that Sonya's so called private summer house - that nobody but herself every used and only then occasionally - had a bar that just happened to be stocked with a full bottle of my favourite rum and a freshly filled ice bucket. But I didn't! I was too busy wondering if Sonya was disappointed in my kissing technique and whether I was going to get a chance of another one.
She poured me a rum over ice. I'm not sure what she poured into her own glass; it could have been bourbon, Scotch or Irish. She handed me my drink and then put her arm with her drink in it around mine, like they do with champagne in the films.
"To us!" she said.
"To us!" I replied, trying to remember if that was the correct reply. I'd never been able to understand all that symbolic stuff.
We both took a drink from our glasses then we quickly kissed again. I could taste Sonya's Scotch or whatever, mixing with my rum. Then somehow we made our way back out onto the patio.
"How about a soak?" she asked.
"I haven't got my trunks with me," I said.
"Who cares. You haven't got anything that I haven't seen before." She grinned, and then added, confusingly for me at the time, "Unless you've grown something since this morning!"
I never did fully understand what she meant by that. Well, not for a long time anyway.
Before I could say another word Sonya had melted out of her clothes and was standing in the jacuzzi waiting for me to join her. When I say melted, I do mean melted; she melted my heart on the spot.
Yeah, yeah, we've all seen strippers and women getting undressed seductively in the films; but I have never seen any woman who can undress as enticingly as Sonya can, when she wants to get me going. And, boy, did she intend to get me going that evening.
In my best macho film star fashion I tried to undress as seductively as Sonya had. But I'm afraid I was a little too eager. Yeah, the shirt came off quickly enough, but the elasticated waist on my shorts wasn't quite big enough to easily clear my appendage. That -- after watching Sonya parade about in that tiny bikini and having her accidentally rub herself up against me at every opportunity all day, not counting the little show she'd just treated me to -- was as big and hard as it had ever been. After some struggle I made an even bigger ass of myself by falling head first into the jacuzzi as I tried to climb in.
As I came up for air, Sonya's lips clamped over mine again and I think she was trying to find my tonsils with her tongue. During this snog the bubbles came on. Sonya is nothing if not a contortionist to have one arm holding my head above the water -- my feet were still in the air somewhere -- at the same time as she reached over and switched the machine on was a real feat. Well, I hope it was Sonya who turned the thing on. I wouldn't have liked anyone else to see what a mess I'd made of things!
Can I help it, if I'm not a Casanova when it comes to seducing women?
Anyway a Casanova I might not be, but for the next hour or so I made passionate love to Sonya. Or maybe she might have taken the lead some of the time. It was her who actually fucked me first. I'd only just regained my composure and got myself settled on the seat in the jacuzzi when she swung her leg over me and settled herself on me. I was so hard and stiff I don't believe either of us guided it inside her.
"No, please just sit there, Frank. I want to make this last as long as I can," she said.
I have no idea how she did it but she gently moved up and down for the next twenty minutes or so. I'd thought I'd blow my load pretty soon considering how worked up I was. But Sonya appeared to be able to sense when I was getting there, and she'd stop moving and tongue fight me until I'd calmed down a little.
She stopped moving a couple of times for her own reasons as well. Her eyes would roll up into her head, she'd shudder for a few seconds and I could feel her vagina spasm around me. Jesus, I have no idea how that didn't do the trick for me on its own. Then she'd look back down at me and say, "Thank you." before she started moving again. I thought I knew what having sexual-intercourse was all about, but Sonya took it to a whole new level.
I had tried to ask Sonya a couple of times whether she was on the pill and suggest that if not we should take some precautions. Not that I had any contraceptives with me; I wasn't exactly expecting to be shagging -- should I say find myself being shagged by -- anyone, let alone Lady Sonya Springfield. But she would put a finger to my lips, to silence me. She was completely in charge during the whole of that first coupling and it was some time, months even, before I discovered her real motives. Or should I say, the effect that she was hoping the encounter was going to have.
No sooner had I reached my climax, when Sonya suggested that we move things to the big round bed. Hardly waiting to dry ourselves we were at it again on the bed, but this time I was on top and running things. I could never remember recovering so fast in my life before. Sonya appeared to be able to get me hard again without actually doing anything but look at me.
There hadn't been much, if anything, in the way of foreplay. The whole hour or so seemed to be filled with me emptying my balls into Sonya; maybe I should have realised that at the time. But she had me so worked up that I thought of little else but shagging her and watching that entertainingly strange behaviour of hers when she reached a climax. That was something no one could fake, and really did my ego some good after what Jean had done to it.
As I said we were at it for about an hour when Sonya suddenly spotted a little light flashing on the wall.
"Damn," she said, picked up the telephone and had a short conversation with someone.
"Sorry, Frank, we'll have to get back to this later. The children are asking where we are. Sam's told them that we are visiting a neighbour's villa. But we'd better get back before it's their bed time."
Sam gave me a knowing smile and nod of the head when Sonya and I reappeared on the patio where all the children, plus John and Susan, were sitting around playing board games.
I'm not quite sure how it happened but I finished up playing chess with -- correction getting slaughtered at chess by -- Tad; I never was much of a chess player. We switched to draughts later, but the boy still managed to slaughter me. Mind I did -- or rather could have slaughtered everyone when we played dominoes later with Sheryl, Annette and the twins. I can't be sure but I think that both Tad and I let the girls win. Looks like Tad is as soft at heart as I am.
"Did you let me win last night?" Tad asked me the following day. "I know you let the twins and Annette win at draughts."
"Tad, if you think you are old enough to tip your hat at my daughter, then you're old enough to take any falls the world passes out to you," I'd replied to him.
"I'm sorry, sir, I don't understand."
"You whipped my arse, Tad, don't worry. You don't play poker, do you?"
"Well, yes, sir, I do."
"In that case, remind me never to play with you. I'd be bankrupt in a week."
I think Tad understood me that time and he went off with a smile on his face.
"Did he beat you?" Sonya, who had overheard the conversation, asked.
"Beat me? The little sod buried me!" I replied laughing.
----------------------------------
Whoops, got ahead of myself again. I was on that second night at the villa, wasn't I?
Well, it was extremely late before the last of the children had gone to bed. John and Susan slipped of to the little hideaway as soon as Susan had put her youngest down for the night. So that left just Sonya and me sitting on the main patio.
I hadn't noticed but as the evening had gone on someone -- most likely Sam -- had been dimming the lights by switching some of them off. Suddenly I realised that the only light left on was the one over the table that the drinks were on. All the rest of the light was coming from the moon or the few lighted windows in the villa.
Just as suddenly as I realised how dark it was, Sonya sat herself on my lap and a snogging session ensued. Within seconds my little friend was standing to attention, or rather trying to confined by my slacks the way he was, because of the way that Sonya kept wriggling around.
"Sonya, isn't this a bit public? One of the children might come back down," I suggested.
"Let's take it somewhere a little more private then, shall we?" she suggested.
I did note that the light over the table went out, all on its own as we stepped back inside the villa. Sam must have been around somewhere.
I got a surprise when we got to the door to Sonya's suite though. She kissed me and wished me goodnight, then stepped inside and closed the door on me. Somewhat confused, I returned to my own room, where I decided to have a cold shower to cool myself and my emotions down.
When I came out of the shower I poured myself a drink of water from the iced jug in my room and wondered out onto my private patio/balcony thing, to look at the sea.
"Thought you'd never get here!" Sonya's voice said from the balustrade where she was sitting.
"What the...?" I managed to say.
"You wanted privacy, Frank. It wouldn't do for one or more of the children to be sneaking about and see you enter my room now, would it?" she smiled at me.
"You cheeky monkey, you were teasing me. I've got a good mind to put you over my knee and spank your behind for you."
"That sounds interesting, might even be fun. But you can't prove that my explanation is a lie. She smiled back at me slipping off the balustrade and closing the gap between us.
Okay, this time we did all the foreplay bit. I even went down on her and she pretended my little mate was a lollipop. However after rolling about on my bed for a while -- I realised later to mess it up and make it look slept in -- we climbed over the balustrade and made our way to Sonya's room for most of the night. Sonya pointed out that my girls might come and visit me again in the morning. We couldn't have them jumping around on sheets that we'd been shagging on all night.
We even got a telephone warning in Sonya's room -- Sam again, I suspect - that my girls were up and about the following morning.
Every night after that Sonya would arrive in my room shortly after we'd retired. We'd kiss and cuddle on my bed for a while before moving into her room for the fun and games. Although I was getting worried. I was falling in love with this woman who I figured that I could never have in the long term. What a complete load of bollocks; I'd fallen in love with Sonya well before we flew out to the Caribbean, but I'd just tried to ignore the fact.
The next month was one long round of swimming, water activities and parties at our and neighbouring villas. All sorts of people who were staying at or owned other villa's on the island turned up to visit Sonya: film and pop stars, politicians (both British and American) and member or two of the British aristocracy. And some apparently pretty rich and undeniably handsome men, who I believe were looking to replace Seymour when the divorce was final.



John and Susan could only stay at the villa for a fortnight; they had to get back to work. However Susan's children stayed on with us for the rest of our time out there. We had planned to stay for the six weeks of the school holiday but somewhere along the line it changed to two months.
--------------------------------------
So there we were seven weeks into the holiday and Sonya had just decided that she wanted an afternoon session in her private summer house. That's what the sitting astride me was all about; I had the beautiful sex maniac sussed by then. Christ, the woman was insatiable. We'd shagged half a dozen times every single day since the day after we'd arrived.
Sonya had just mentioned our first meeting and was throwing all that bullshit about me being such a great guy at me, again. I might have been in love with the woman, but I knew damned well it couldn't lead to anything in the long term. We came from completely different worlds.
"Come on, Sonya, you know as well as I do that you are going to tire of me before very much longer!" I said to her.
"Why do you say that? Are you tired of me?" she asked, sounding very hurt.
"My god, no, Sonya. I told you I've fallen in love with you. But you can do much better than the likes of me."
She lent forward and kissed me. "Maybe I don't want to. Maybe I'm happy with who I've found," she said.
"And tell me, what would Lady Gilda Casson or Uncle Theo have to say about that?" I asked her.
Sonya sat up straight and a thoughtful look came over her face. "Yes, that's a point. Aunt Gilda... I wonder what she'd do in the circumstances?" Sonya mused.
Then she smiled and leant down and kissed me again. "For the moment can we forget about who you are, and who I am, and just go play in my Jacuzzi for a while, until the children work out that we are missing again?"
There are times when arguing for argument's sake just isn't worth the effort so we walked arm in arm up to Sonya's private summer house. Where for a change, I caught sight of Sam coming out after he'd refilled the ice bucket. Somehow he manage to disappear into the undergrowth.
---------------------------
About four or five days later, I didn't see the significance in Tad and Sheryl insisting that I go out on one of the sail boats with them, so that they could demonstrate their prowess at sailing to me.
It took some persuading on everyone's part to convince me that a complete novice should go out in the open sea with two ten year olds who would have to do all the sailing. I had no idea what to do or how to navigate if anything went wrong. In the end Jeremy, Simone and the twins came along as well on one of the other boats.
I suppose we were out for about two hours and I was just beginning to enjoy myself -- I'd been watching what everyone was doing very closely and had convinced myself that I could sail the boat back to the island myself, if anything went wrong - when Tad suddenly decided that it was time to go home.
The trouble was that when we got to the jetty and I climbed off the boat, Tad and Sheryl cast off again and sailed away. I had no idea what the little tykes were up to, but I stood and watched as they rendezvoused with Jeremy's boat in the bay, then both boats sailed off around the head land.
The pool was deserted and strangely quiet as I walked up to the villa. There was no one on the upper patio either, and even Sam didn't appear when I went into the lounge where the bar was. 'This is all very strange,' I thought to myself as I threw some ice into a glass and I poured myself a large rum.
"I'll have a gin and tonic while you're behind there, young man," Aunt Gilda's voice cut the air like a knife.
Jesus, I nearly dropped the bottle of rum I was holding; now that would have been sacrilege.
"Lady Casson, I didn't know that you were coming today," I said in surprise.
"Young man, you know that it's Aunt Gilda to the family and don't you go forgetting it. Anyway I can't stand it out here - too damned hot for my constitution," she replied, "but I had to come to sort this mess out."
"What mess is that, Aunt Gilda? Is there some problem with Sonya's divorce?"
"Of course not. No, you're the only problem around here, young man!"
I knew it; I figured that Aunt Gilda had somehow heard about Sonya and me getting it on together. Most likely Sam had reported back to headquarters. I figured Aunt Gilda was there to kick me out and send the girls and me home.
"Now I think Lady Sonya Moore sounds just a little plain. How about Casson-Moore? It would bring the family name back into use as well."
"Sorry, but you've lost me there, Aunt Gilda."
"After the wedding, I think Sonya should use the name Casson-Moore. What do you think?"
"What wedding?"
"Your's and Sonya's of course. We can't have any illegitimate children in the family."
"You've lost me completely, Gilda," I said.
"Oh, for pity's sake, Sonya's baby - it can't be born a bastard. The last time that happened was over a hundred years ago and we had all sorts of trouble sorting everything out."
"Are you telling me that Sonya is pregnant?"
"Why, of course, didn't you know?"
"But who's the..." Yeah, I was just about to ask the stupidest question in the universe. Why I hadn't figured out that Sonya hadn't had a period since we'd arrived out there, I don't know. Anyway Aunt Gilda interrupted me before I finished asking it.
"Oh, dear, the silly girl has tried to entrap you, hasn't she? She said she was going to move heaven and earth to get you to marry her. Looks like she tried trickery."
"But she's a Lady and I'm a..."
"Man, and a damned good one at that." Sonya's voice came from behind me somewhere. I spun around to face her. But she didn't address her next remarks to me, she spoke to Aunt Gilda. "Please tell him, Gilda. I don't think that he'll believe me."
"No, he's very proud, isn't he. Well, Frank, when I met Sonya's uncle, I was a maid in the big house of hers. Plain old Gilda Smith and my father was the pest controller on the estate. Do you know what that means? It means that he spent all of his time catching rabbits, rats and setting traps for mice.
"The Cassons don't worry about what class anyone is or how much money they have in the bank. Love is what counts in this life, Frank, and my niece here loves you. Not only that, she's totally convinced that you love her. Do you?"
When Gilda asks you a question like that, you tend to answer right away and truthfully.
"Yes, Gilda, I'm sure that I do, but..."
"I'll hear no bloody buts, young man. Here, give her this ring and ask her to marry you," Gilda said. "It was the one her uncle gave me; it'll suffice until we can get her another one!"
Gilda handed me the ring, I turned to Sonya and asked her to marry me, then placed the ring on her outstretched finger. As I said before Gilda is not someone that you argue with.
"Now I suggest that you two disappear to that little love nest of Sonya's before everyone else gets back. I'll make sure that you're not disturbed until dinner time, won't we, Sam?"
"Yes, Ma'am!" Sam's dismembered voice replied from wherever he was hiding.
-------------------------------
Sonya and I were married two weeks after we returned from the Caribbean. Sam and Simone came over for the ceremony, but there weren't very many more guests than there had been at Susan's wedding.
I don't drive for a living anymore; actually I don't really do much in the way of work at all. With a wife who enjoys sex like Sonya does, I don't have the energy left to do much anyway. Oh, yeah, I drive tractors and trucks around the estate quite a bit; I like to pitch in and help where I can.
Sheryl and Annette quite like their new school; well, providing Tad's about Sheryl would enjoy any school anywhere in the world, although we have had some stick about their close relationship from the head teacher.
Sonya had another girl and the other five children dote on her. She's going to be really spoilt when she gets older.
Jean and Seymour didn't last that long. Well, they couldn't really because someone bubbled Seymour to the authorities about some dodgy deal he'd been involved with and he's doing time now. If you're wondering, it wasn't Sonya or me; I sometimes get the suspicion that it could have been Jean herself. I have to wonder whether Seymour made the mistake of raising his hand to her.
Whatever, she's shacked up with a newspaper editor now, who just happens to be the editor of the same newspaper that broke the story about Seymour's misdemeanour's. She visits the girls now and again, and even takes them out with her new husband sometimes.
How do I like being a kept man? Well, I could think of worse places to be. But I've gotten used to the nice peaceful easy feelin' that I get, sitting out here on the back lawn bashing away at this keyboard, whilst my loving wife breast feeds our baby beside me.
Life goes on.
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Chapter 02: Andrew's Story
As always my thanks go to LadyCibelle and Techsan for their patience, proof reading, editing skills and of course encouragement
This is the second short story of the "No Welcome Home" mystery. At this time I have no idea how many stories there will be in the series, or when I will get around to writing them. Sometimes getting the idea for a tale is one thing, writing it in a manner that does give the game away too early is a whole different ball game. But I can say that all the tales will be written from a different character's perspective.
She certainly was a good-looking woman. A bit dumb, but then aren't most women pretty thick when you get down to basics. But then in her favour was the fact that she had one hell of a figure on her and, boy... was she good in bed! To be honest though, the most important point that Sandra had going for her was that her old man was bloody loaded; I'd kind-a sussed that out before I ever approached her in the first place.
You see, that's how I used to operate at the time. I suppose some people would describe me as a kind of gigolo and con man all rolled into one. My usual MO was to pick up rich women - preferably widows - and make them believe that I loved them, sometimes even marrying the bitches. But beggars - and clever con men - can't always be choosers. So if there was a husband around, then providing he didn't catch on to what I was up to, who gave a shit; I know I didn't. Anyway the way it worked, I'd relieve the ladies of all their ready cash as quickly and efficiently as I could, and then move on to pastures new.
Yeah, all right, one or two of the widows I'd married regrettably had to meet with untimely deaths, much to my good fortune. But -- not just by my good fortune, if you understand me - every one of them had to be put down to natural causes or as unfortunate accidents. To be honest, by that time in my life, I was of the opinion that it was far better if they did die, because at least I didn't have the authorities chasing me around looking for a con man when I did my runner bit. Changing my identity all the time was becoming a bit of a pain in the arse by then.
Anyway, I'd just established myself as Andrew Swingfield again, after making a hasty exit from the States, my usual hunting ground. The USA is a big place, and it is pretty easy to disappear over there if you know what you're doing. But it stands to reason that eventually I was going to run out of new places to hide in the country, so I'd returned to England for a while to lie low.
Back in the UK again, I'd become Andrew Swingfield and set about living a respectable life and just maybe looking for my next target. I was actually beginning to think about retiring, you know, settling down and maybe even going straight; well for a few years at least. The Dallas police had nearly caught me after my last wife's accident, so I figured it was time to lay low, for a while.
I found myself a cushy number working in the sales department of a pretty big company. I've always had the gift of the gab and the money wasn't bad; not that I needed the cash, but I needed a good cover story for how I managed to survive.
I'd only been with the firm for a few months when I ran into Sandra Laurence for the first time at a sales seminar. Sandra was lot younger than my usual targets, but she was one good-looking bird. Married yeah, but my first intention was to have nothing more than a little fling with her. Well, yeah I had become aware that cash wasn't a problem to her, so I figured I'd milk her for all I could whilst I was at it; old habits die-hard.
Of course I didn't know at the time that she was married to a quite successful author, who was pretty well rolling in dough, what with all those royalty cheques coming in every couple of months. I found that out after I bedded her for the first time.
Getting Sandra into bed was a walkover next to some of my previous conquests. God, she was as naive as they come. I worked on her -- very subtly - for most of the seminar, pretending to be the nice guy and then I only had to slip her something to loosen up her inhibitions a little on the last night; then later in the evening I added a tab of E to really get her turned on. Well, then it was bingo - I had her just where I wanted her.
Of course I was all apologies when we woke up in bed together the following morning; she was more than a little upset that she'd cheated on her old man. But a little more of my magic brew in the coffee I made her, and she quietened down a little. I knew that she'd enjoyed herself in bed that night - no matter how much she claimed otherwise - and I knew that it would be a few months before we got together again. Experience had taught me that by then, the old "I wasn't caught last time" mindset would have cut in.
Sure enough three months later I ran into her at one of the trade shows. We were on the company stand together most of the day and, well... I made sure that Sandra got all the coffee she could drink during the afternoon. By the time we'd had dinner - and a couple of glasses of wine - with the rest of the group that evening, Sandy was feeling no pain.
When we woke up in bed the next morning her inhibitions were almost completely gone. Although she did say, "We must never let this happen again. I'm a happily married woman."
Well, they all say that, but she didn't stop me from shagging her again before breakfast. Funny how some women react when you go down on them, especially if no one's ever gone down on them before.
For the rest of the trade show we shared the same bed every night. Although Sandra did keep going on about her husband Dave. That's really when I found out about the bugger; I'm not into reading novels so I'd never heard of him before. But once Sandra started talking about him, maybe her conscience was bugging her some, because she kept talking about the bugger. Anyway my ears pricked up when she told me about those bleeding great royalty cheques that came rolling in every month or so.
The months went past and every time I ran into Sandra at a trade show or company seminar etc., we got together. By that time she could hardly wait to get to my room, or hers. Anyway by the time eighteen months had passed, I had the bitch hooked good and proper... and maybe because she couldn't seem to get enough of me, an idea crept into my head.
I had to admit that Sandra was a bleeding good lay. She was good looking and about the right age. She also -- if hubby was no longer around -- had the potential of a very good regular income, long into the future from his book royalties.
The plan was simple: dispose of Sandra's old man! Then when a suitable period of time had passed, marry the silly tart. The money she would have coming in from her deceased hubby's books would quite nicely hide the cash I had stashed away from my previous wives, etc.
I was not really envisaging disposing of Sandra in a hurry. I think I was thinking along the lines of really settling down and maybe even having a family. You know, the idea of having a couple of sprogs' kind of tickled my fancy.
I'm not daft though. Before I could do anything I had to research Dave Laurence and his family; I needed to know if anyone was going to ask too many stupid questions or get nosy if he did meet with an untimely end.
Somewhat surprisingly I found that Dave Laurence appeared to have appeared out of thin air about eight years previous. Whether the guy had spent all of his youth abroad or what, I could not find out. As far as I could make out, there seemed to be no record of him living in the UK before he bought the house that he now shared with Sandra. That really should have been a warning to me, for if anyone tried to research my past they would find the same brick wall.
However I'd had a very successful life as a con artist by then, maybe too successful and I must have gotten overconfident. I stupidly assumed that as I couldn't find any of Dave Laurence's family, then there was no one around to ask those questions; I didn't ask myself why.
Hearsay I know, but I picked up that he'd met Sandra soon after moving into the village and after a whirlwind romance they'd got married nine months later. The general opinion around the village they lived in was that they were a devoted couple. But as I said, no one seemed to have any information about Dave Laurence's past.
It didn't take long after I stood next to him in his local pub one night to discover - from the faint trace of an accent he had that he still had - that he originally had to have come from the London area somewhere. London is a big city; I come from there myself. So big in fact, and with a pretty diverse population, that if you've grown up there, you can learn a hell of a lot from the way people speak, the actual words and references they use.
I had to fall into casual conversation with the guy to discover that he most likely came from the Lambeth area. His referring to the Elephant in conversation, instead of the Elephant and Castle, informed that he most likely had grown up in the area. My gentle hints about Canada, Australia and New Zealand didn't draw any reaction from him, so I figured he hadn't been living abroad as I'd first surmised.
You know at that time I really should have walked away, but thoughts of shagging that beautiful wife of his every night instead of just now and again got the better of my judgement. And, okay, maybe his cash had a hand in things.
I hunted around the Lambeth area, but I couldn't find anyone who ever claimed to have known the guy, or any of his relatives. I'd managed to take a snapshot of Dave Laurence -- he seemed to shun overt publicity, his books only ever carrying a silhouette of him on their back cover -- anyway I showed it around the Lambeth area but no bugger appeared to recognise him.
I even searched their house one time, whilst he and Sandra were off on a trip somewhere, but I couldn't find anything that pointed to his history at all. Maybe that's why I got so careless; he'd hidden his history so well, no bugger from way back when was ever going to miss him. Well, that's how my mind was working at the time.
I'd begun to make some plans on bumping the bugger off. A road accident I thought, he did have a habit of driving pretty fast. Sandra was always complaining about how quickly he dashed around the country lanes in his car; and on that motorbike of his.
I did a lot of scouting around during that summer, keeping well out of Sandra's sight by the way. The silly bitch might have been happy to let me bed her, but she loved the guy; well, she claimed she did. Whatever I'm pretty sure she would never have gone for the idea of bumping her old man off.
Anyway, I even got as far as working out exactly how I was going to dispose of Dave Laurence. Early on Sunday mornings during the summer, he was in the habit of taking a ride on his Norton motorcycle. It didn't matter where he went on any particular Sunday, because he always finished up at his golf club where he played a round. Usually alone, but sometimes with a neighbour of his who was a policeman; they started early and then usually took a drink or two in the bar, before Laurence rode the bike home to have lunch with Sandra.
Now Dave Laurence's route to the golf club on his motorbike, almost without exception took in Cold Harbour hill. The road over which was quite steep and had many twists and turns, I gather motorcyclists enjoy taking those bends as fast as they can. More importantly from my perspective, one section of the road took a very sharp turn as it ran beside a disused and flooded quarry. There were crash barriers beside the road where it overlooked the quarry but they weren't in the best of condition. And what's more Laurence was in the habit of taking that particular bend pretty fast on his motorbike.
My plan was simple. A gallon of water mixed with a generous quantity of diesel oil; liberally spread over the road surface just on the bend, should suffice to cause Dave Laurence to skid into the crash barrier at speed. With just a smidgen of luck, he'd finish up at the bottom of the water filled Quarry. With a little further luck the early morning sun should dry the water from the road, long before anyone else came across the scene and just leave a thin film of diesel on the road, which would be mistaken for an accidental spillage. Job done, an unfortunate accident would have put pay to Dave Laurence for good.
I even had the date of Dave Laurence's accident planned; I figured for two weeks after our company's autumn seminar that was always held in late August. Yeah, of course that's still in the summer but it was the seminar where the company's winter lines were rolled out to us mugs, who were supposed to sell them to the retailers.
I figured that Sandra might not attend the seminar if her husband met with a tragic accident a couple of weeks before it.
Anyway I thought everything went swimmingly. Sandra shared my bed every night; boy when I got that girl going, nothing seemed to stop her. She'd developed into a right kinky little bitch by then.
That was until the Thursday evening when something went awry; Sandra usually arrived at my hotel room door about seven. Her husband would call her religiously at six thirty so they could have a chat before she theoretically went down for dinner. Of course in the last couple of years Sandra would come to my room after he'd called, for hors d'oeuvres, before we went down to eat together.
But that Thursday evening, Sandra had not arrived at my room by half seven. So I went down to her room to investigate why, and she told me that Dave hadn't called. What's more, she had not been able to get an answer from the house, or his mobile phone, which appeared to be switched off. Sandra appeared to be very worried about him and to be honest the rest of the evening was pretty much a disaster as far as nooky went.
Sandra spent most of the evening trying to call her husband either on her mobile or the telephone in her room. You know, that was the first night we'd spent together, since I'd first laid the bitch, that I didn't get any from her. Bit of a let down, I can tell you.
To say our relationship was a bit rocky by the time I dropped her at the station on the Friday morning would have been putting it mildly. All night I was telling her that she shouldn't worry; Dave was probably out on the town or something, but she insisted that something serious must be wrong. Sandra had gone as far as to order me from her room just after midnight.
I was to discover during the following week that Sandra had been right and something was wrong; exactly how wrong, I could never have imagined.
It was the Sunday afternoon when a policeman knocked on my door and questioned me at length about Sandra and my relationship with her. I thought that I had nothing to hide, so after at first denying that there was any kind of a relationship between us, I let on that we'd had a thing going when we were at the seminars.
Then the officer shook me completely and told me that they'd been tipped off that Dave Laurence was dead and that his wife and her lover were responsible.
Now that was a complete shock to the system. I had planned to bump the guy off, but I hadn't had the chance to put my plan into motion. To be honest I wondered whether Sandra had another guy tucked away somewhere and she'd planned to murder her husband with him. Worse still, had Sandra and her other guy somehow set me up as the patsy? Shit, that would have been irony, wouldn't it?
Whatever someone had done a really great job of stitching Sandra and me up, good and proper. I won't go into all the evidence the cops turned up that put not only me, but also Sandra well and truly in the frame. Stuff like the garden shovel from the shed at my house was found in hers, along with my prints and DNA. Yeah, well, I might have left the prints behind when I searched the place, but I'm pretty sure that I never took off my gloves whist I was in the house.
Ah, shit, whatever, the two of us went down for manslaughter. Sandra and I got sixteen years each; with luck I'll be out in half that time though. Because of the way the bastards had us stitched up, in the end I had no choice but to plead guilty. The cops wanted to know where I buried the guy's body though, but I told them I couldn't remember. You've got to understand how these legal buggers' minds work; by pleading guilty I got a shorter sentence and they'll be much more likely to parole me early.
Sandra, who has insisted that she is innocent to this day, probably would have got away with about ten years and most likely have been out in five or six, had she pleaded guilty. Because she's still insisting that she's innocent she'll be lucky if she doesn't have to do the full whack.
There's only one question on my mind now, who the fuck did kill the bastard and why did they set Sandra and me up to take the fall. Sandy seems to think that the guy ain't even dead, but I can't see that somehow. After all, you need money to live and my legal eagles tell me that he hasn't touched one of his bank accounts or a penny of the money he had stashed in the Cayman Islands.
I wonder if there's anyway I can get my hands on some of that cash, when I eventually get out of here?
Life Goes On.
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By The Wanderer, (writing as Misnomer Jones)
For those British readers who recognise the title from somewhere in your youth, welcome friend. Hail the mighty Eagle!
The inspiration for this tale came from "Time Out" a short story written a long time ago by my favourite author John Wyndham. It was John Wyndham's works that opened my eyes to the written word when I was but a child. Very soon after I found my first tale of his, I was reading anything and everything he had written that I could lay my hands on, under various pen names.
The beginning of my tale here lifts some of John Wyndham's "Time Out" plot and plot devices; but is much longer and ends somewhat differently. Where "Time Out" was a short story, "Tempus Frangit" is more of a novella. Maybe I should also point out, although the setting for the yarn's start is way back in the 1980s, the story it is being related to the reader many years later.
Clarification:- Jacksie = a persons bottom. Curtilage = the area of land attached to a house and forming one enclosure with it. Pleb = member of the lower social classes.
In southern England, the "English Channel" or "Le Manche" (as our French neighbours prefer to refer to it) is generally referred to simply as "The Channel". The "Bristol Channel" divides the South-Western Peninsula of England from Wales.
Tempus Frangit
Capitulus I
Suddenly, I was struggling into consciousness. I'm not one to wake quickly at the best of times. All I was aware of, was, that something had stirred me. I had no idea of exactly what; just that something had disturbed my slumber.
Then I became aware of my wife's voice from beside me -- I do believe possibly accompanied by an elbow jabbed in my ribs -- demanding, "What?"
"What?" I echoed in return.
"Well, really!" Sylvia added.
Still not fully awake, I had no idea of what was going on, or why Sylvia had woken me. It certainly wasn't for any... er fun and games. We were way past that stage in our... er relationship. You know, for Sylvia to wake me at all times of the day or night just to tell me, or prove that she still loved me. Or, because she was overcome by the sudden urgent need to... Yeah, lets leave that subject, shall we? Sylvia and I had been married for about ten years by then, and the "youthful exuberance" had long left our marriage bed.
Where was I? Oh yes, I was just struggling back into full consciousness, wasn't I?
Hey yeah, you have no idea what an apt question that is going to turn out to be.
Christ, stop wandering all over the place, George, and get on with the story, or we'll be here all bloody night.
"What do you want?" Sylvia demanded.
Right, there I was, lying in the pitch dark -- the moon was not due to rise until just before dawn that night -- trying to come to terms with the fact that Sylvia had woken me to demand that I explain why I had woken her up. Yeah well, that was about the gist of the situation, I think.
"Sylvia, I didn't wake you!"
"You did!"
"No I didn't; you just woke me!"
"You must have... Well, something woke me, it must have been you! Didn't you just go to the bathroom?"
"No, Sylvia. I'm not at the age where I have to run to the bathroom in the middle of the night, just yet!"
"You did last Friday night."
"So did you, Sylvia. And I believe that had more to do with whatever we were eating at the Drury's party, than the quantity of alcohol we had consumed. I hate all that foreign food they dish up."
"Yes, very iffy wasn't it. I wonder if any of the other guests had the midnight runs?"
"Not something I care to discuss in the middle of the night, Sylvia. Now, why did you wake me?"
"I didn't, but something woke me. The bed shook, or there was a loud noise... or something. Do you think we've got burglars?"
"Sylvia, we live in the middle of bloody nowhere. Unless you think one of the holidaymakers is going to come all this way, just to rob the people across the road. How would a burglar find his way here anyway? Besides we've got sod-all worth stealing."
"There's the car... and the TV."
"The car's only got three wheels on it, Sylvia! You know that Doug and I didn't finish fitting the new brake calliper, because of the rain yesterday afternoon. And who the hell would want that bleeding old telly of ours. 'bout time we bought one of those Trinitron do-what's-its anyway; they're supposed to be much smaller for the size of the screen. Besides, it would take two people to carry the bugger we've got at the minute."
"Well, you wanted the big screen TV in the first place; I hardly ever watch it."
"No, only every damned soap opera that is ever on, and all the damned repeats."
"Well, I have to..."
"Yes, Sylvia, and I'm not complaining about what you watch on the television. But can I get back to sleep now, please? I have to get the car finished tomorrow so that I can get to work on Monday."
"Well, no. Something woke me and if it wasn't you..."
"It was probably distant thunder, Sylvia. It was very close last evening... still is actually. Those rain clouds probably developed into a thunderstorm inland somewhere."
"Or, I suppose it might have been Concorde, of course." Sylvia ventured.
"Sylvia, Concorde, doesn't make sonic booms around here at this time of night. It flies down the Bristol Channel during the afternoon."
"And around seven-thirty."
"No I think that's the French one flying down the Channel and we only heard that one when the wind was in the right direction. Anyway, take my word for it, Concorde does not make its sonic booms at this time in of night... or should I say morning? What woke you was possibly distant thunder. Now can we please get back to sleep; it's..."
I was going to tell my wife what time it was, but when I looked, I saw that the bedside alarm clock was repeatedly flashing 12.00 back at me.
That gave me two pieces of information. Firstly, that there had been a power cut, a not unusual occurrence out in the sticks, where we lived. And secondly, that the damned back-up battery in the clock had run down, again.
I reached over to switch my bedside light on, and it took a few milliseconds to reach full brightness. "Bugger," I thought, "the power is still off; we're running on back-up power.
-----
At this point, I suppose I should explain here that we lived in an isolated coastal community, some way off the beaten track. Our mains power had the habit of failing, but our cottage still retained a complicated -- and somewhat old -- Lister generator and battery back-up system from way back before mains power had even been laid on to the locality. Mind you it might have been an old system but it was an efficient system too, that had been adapted so that when our mains power did fail, it cut in and supplied just enough power to run a couple of light bulbs from the batteries. And then, it automatically started the generator, if and when anything requiring more power was switched-on.
Well, it was better than nothing, when the frequent South-Westerlys that roar in off the Atlantic Ocean, took down the overhead power lines during the winter. As I said, a pretty frequent occurrence.
Community, did I say? That's a misnomer if ever I heard one. Maybe I should have said, it had once been a community, or small hamlet at one time. However, just after Sylvia and I had purchased our beautiful little cottage, the whole damned place was condemned to suffer from what is euphemistically known as "Planner's Blight!"
The powers that be -- far away in London -- had announced that our little bit of coastline was the perfect spot to site a nice new efficient nuclear power station, along with an offshore wind-farm and possibly wave-energy installations to boot. Early in the environmentally sustainable energy frenzy they were covering all the bases by talking about such things. But as politicians are wont to do, just talking, nothing in the way of actual actions appeared to be happening.
Net result, the equity in our lovely, and rather expensive, little old cottage all-but evaporated overnight.
No one, and I mean absolutely no one, relished the thought of buying a house next door to a proposed, possibly (no matter how vaguely) nuclear power station construction site. Especially when the beautiful sea views were more than likely going to be scarred by giant wind turbines. God alone knew what the suggested wave energy installations were going to look like.
So, because no one wanted to buy houses locally, they no longer had value on the open market. Well not the kind of value we, and the other householders, had ploughed into the buggers anyway.
Of course the power station was only a proposal. It might never get built. So until it was decided whether the thing was actually going to be built or not, there would be no compensation for any of the homeowners in our little hamlet. No compensation and nobody interested in buying the houses either, because no bugger had any idea how much compensation the government would pay, or even when. That ball was apparently in the Treasury's court, and everyone knows what those tight-fisted ars... No, lets leave it there, shall we? Me, politicians and civil servants, we don't go together well.
The point I was trying to make is that spending serious money, upgrading our houses was a definite no no; so for the last eight years we'd been kind-a patching things up on an ad hoc basis. Our unique power system worked, and that was all that was really important.
-----
"The mains power is out, Sylvia. It must have been a clap of thunder from a lighting-strike, that woke you. Go back to sleep. I'm sure it will be back on by the morning."
"Humph!" she replied, turned over and went back to sleep.
I switched the off bedside light again. Pondered for a moment why it was apparently so dark that night, and then remembered that the moon wasn't due to rise until just before dawn, I also concluded that the clouds were blocking every trace of starlight; then I went back to sleep myself.
-----
I knew something was odd the moment I struggled to open my eyes the following morning. I couldn't put my finger on exactly what at the time, but I now realise that the daylight streaming in through the bedroom window was somewhat brighter than I'd expected. On reflection, our bedroom was much lighter than it had ever been before; but I had just awoken, all I really noticed was that the daylight seemed bloody bright.
Screwing up my eyes some, I slid out of bed and headed for the bathroom, taking a glance at the sky through the window as I went. I was hoping for good weather that day so that I could get the car's brakes finished. Yeah, and maybe get in a bit of surfing later.
Actually I got halfway through the bathroom door, before what I had seen through the bedroom window fully registered in my brain. I sort-of stopped in my tracks, and then took a few paces backwards, so that I could see the view once again.
Yep, that's what I'd seen all right; a clear pale blue sky, running down to the horizon where it met the blue-green sea. In the foreground was the long sweeping beach in the cove below.
I have no idea how long I stood there -- rooted to the spot -- staring at the view.
"What are you doing; are you going to use the loo? I want to get in there."
I suppose my climbing out of bed, had woken Sylvia.
I didn't reply, I was effectively struck -dumb by the scene before me. I think I just raised my arm and pointed out of the window.
Sylvia struggled out of bed herself and began to walk towards me. Asking, "What are you staring at?" and "Is the power back on yet?" as she did so.
But when Sylvia's eyes saw what my eyes could see through the window, she stopped and gasped. "Oh my God, where's..." and then she fell silent.
----
Now I'll have to explain to you why we both found the view from our bedroom window that morning so surprising.
Well, I've told you... well, mentioned it anyway, those winter gales that blow in from the Atlantic. Our cottage sat on the gentle slope of a hill; that side of the cottage facing almost due west. At the bottom of the hill sits most of the rest of the village -- or hamlet, I really think it should be called -- only ten houses in all. Beyond them was the cove with its slipway that the fishermen used to use. At one time the hamlet had been a fishing community, but there were no professional fishermen left in the village.
In the years since the plan for the Power Station had been announced, most of the former residents had moved out, and turned their onetime homes over to holiday lets. It was a way of making as much cash as possible out of the houses until the "powers that be" either built the bloody power station, when they would be able claim compensation; or abandoned the plan completely, when they'd possibly sell, or move back in.
From our bedroom window, usually, we could not see the village below, or the shoreline at all in fact. Many years before we'd bought the cottage, trees had been planted along the garden boundary to shield it from those vicious winter south-westerlys, I mentioned.
But that morning, those trees were not there. Neither was the fence that just a few hours before had stood at the end of our garden. Nor the other houses down in lower part of the valley, nor the hedgerows, nor anything else, that should have been there. Three quarters of the way along our rear garden path... the garden just stopped. Everything stopped, path, lawn, flowerbeds, side fences... everything! It was as if someone had come along with a giant bulldozer and obliterated it all during the night, and then replaced it all with... well, a sort-of stunted very dry looking prairie grass.
There was not even a hint of the stone jetty and its associated slipway, that crossed the beach to the sea. And what's more, the beach looked far wider than I remembered.
"I don't think this is very funny, George!" Sylvia eventually commented. Her tone implying that I had something to do with the sudden change of the environment.
Regretfully that was my wife's wont. If something went wrong -- or was not as it should be -- then surely George -- that's me by the way -- must have had something to do with it.
"Neither do I, Sylvia!" I replied.
"But how?" she asked.
"Buggered if I know, kiddo. It must be a bloody dream!" A reasonable and logical assumption, I thought.
"Don't talk nonsense George! We both can't be having the same dream."
"That, I will grant you, Sylvia. But you could be a vision in my dream, or alternatively, I a vision in yours."
"Humph, now you're being silly, George."
"No sillier than the fact that the rest of the world has suddenly vanished overnight. This has got to be a dream."
At that point Sylvia dashed out of the bedroom. I was still staring at the scene before me, trying to relate it to the landscape as I remembered it; albeit without the trees, shrubbery and the neighbouring houses. Basically it was close, but not quite the same.
To my mind the headland was... well slightly different... maybe shorter. I've already said that the beach looked bigger than I expected it would from up there at the cottage.
But then a slight scream emanated from somewhere else in the house, and Sylvia came rushing back into the room.
"It's the same out front, the Drury's house is gone." She blustered.
I opened the window and stuck my head out. From what I could see, just about everything, except the Sugget's cottage next door and most of its curtilage, was gone. Whatever had happened, there appeared to be a rough circle around the two cottages that remained as it should be. Everything outside that circle looked like a sort-of wasteland.
"Well, I'll be buggered; this has to be a dream." I said, almost disbelieving my own eyes. "These things only happen in those bloody TV shows."
"Sorry?" Sylvia asked.
"The Twilight Zone; this is like being in one of those fantasy TV show episodes."
"Don't talk rubbish George, how could we be in a TV show."
"Sylvia, I didn't say that we were in a TV show. I just said, that it's the kind of thing that happens to people in those shows. Completely inexplicable, and totally unbelievable! I'm going outside to see what's what."
"You'd better get dressed first, just in case there is a TV film crew hiding out there somewhere."
I looked at my wife, but didn't actually reply; although I did throw some clothes on... Yeah well, sometimes discretion is the better part of valour. But well... Jesus wept, was that a stupid statement for her to make or what? Film crew, my bloody left foot!
Besides, there was nowhere left out there big enough for a bloody film crew to hide in anyway. There was no way in hell that... Oh come on... you know what I'm trying to say.
However, as I said, I did get dressed. I wasn't expecting to find a TV film crew outside, but, because Doug and Rose's cottage next door was still there, then odds were that they would be as well and... Well, not that I'd mind Rose... No, lets keep this as clean as possible shall we...?
Outside, I inspected the front garden and then went out of our front gate and along the lane -- what was left of it -- until I came to the spot where everything changed. For some reason, the idea of stepping inside the Drury's garden gate opposite -- where the line of demarcation would have been closer, although their house wasn't there anymore -- felt tantamount to trespassing.
As I got near to the line, I bent down to take a close look at the dried-out looking grass on the other side of it, and promptly bumped my head on... nothing; but fortunately only gently.
Reaching out with my hand, I found that just before me was an invisible wall. Slightly vibrating to the touch, and even maybe, a little warmer than the ambient temperature; well it felt warm to my touch anyway.
It was also apparent that it physically cut into the soil; the ground level on either side of the invisible wall did not exactly match. For what it's worth, my brain went into over-drive; instantly concluding that everything on the side of the wall I was on was inside some kind of sphere made of pure energy
"A ball," I found myself musing out loud. "We're inside a ball of impossibility!"
"A what?" Sylvia demanded. Making me almost jump out of my skin; I had no idea that she'd followed me outside.
"Look, it's round, like a ball. It must be dome shaped above us; most likely a complete ball beneath as well, because it cuts the into the ground, and... well, it's impossible!" I replied.
I must admit that I was somewhat happier, once I'd managed to find a label for the thing... phenomenon or whatever it was.
Sylvia though, obviously had little understanding of what I was talking about.
"What is...?" she began to say, as she made to step forward onto the rough grassland. But then promptly bounced off the invisible wall and fell flat on her... er jacksie.
For an instant, she looked up at me with a surprised and somewhat perplexed expression on her face; but there was real anger in her voice when she spoke.
"What was that? Why didn't you warn me?"
"I thought you'd seen me..." I began to say, bending to assist Sylvia to her feet.
"That's your trouble George! You're always thinking, and never doing. You might have warned me that... well... that it was there. What is it anyway?"
"A ball of impossibility!"
"What, in heavens name, is that?"
"Buggered if I know sweetheart, but that's what it is. Damned impossible if you ask me, but we're inside the bugger anyway. Maybe we've been shifted into a different dimension somehow. Yeah, that must be it, something, somewhere, somehow, has shifted our little bit of the world into a different dimension. Only here..."
"Oh my god, all that science fiction rubbish of yours again. I told you those stupid fantasy TV programs would addle your brain eventually. If you're not watching your stupid videos, your nose is stuck in those silly novels. What next, is Dan Dan the Spaceship Man, going to come riding to our rescue or something?



"Sylvia, it was Dan Dare, he was a character in comic books, not a TV character and what's more he didn't ride a horse, he flies space ships. Only I think they made a TV cartoon series about him once. Anyway, it has nothing to do with him or any other fictional character; I'm trying to make some logical sense out of what's going on here."
"Well, I'm going to see what Rose and Douglas, make of all this. Perhaps they can think of a sensible explanation."
Then she stomped off towards the Sugget's cottage, still rubbing her head.
I kind of wandered along behind to watch the fun. I was pretty sure that the Sugget's wouldn't be up yet -- as in out of bed, that is. Our neighbours tended to keep late nights -- as far as actually sleeping went -- on Saturday evenings, with all that that might imply. Well, Doug was always bragging that they did anyway, and usually neither of them surfaced much before about eleven on Sunday mornings.
Rose answered the door dressed in nowt but a housecoat, and demanded of Silvia, why she had "Disturbed them at this unearthly hour!" And then promptly fainted when she saw the scene beyond her best friend's face.
I got more than an eyeful, because Rose had been holding he wrap closed about her and as I said, she was wearing sod-all else. Mind, nothing I hadn't seen before when the very delectable Rose wore her bikini (and sometimes not all of it) down on the beach. An advantage to living in a small community in the middle of nowhere, dress is optional -- sometimes -- when the holidaymakers aren't about.
Silvia had covered Rose's embarrassment, by the time a very weary looking Doug appeared on the scene, demanding to know what all the noise was about.
"What the..." Doug said, ignoring his prostrate wife as he stepped over her, while staring at the hill over my shoulder.
I'll skip over the next ten minutes or so, because it is a little repetitive of what I've already told you. Only Doug took a little more logical view of situation than Sylvia had.
I kinda gave Doug I quick explanation of what had apparently happened, it didn't take very long to me to get to the -- what I thought -- intelligent sounding , "...A bubble of impossibility, Doug. We've been shifted into another dimension!"
Douglas, having surveyed the hill above us, nodded and then walked to the side of his cottage, from where he could study the valley and the beach bellow. Then he ventured.
"No, I don't think so mate. I reckon we've been shifted in time somehow. Look, the headland and the shoreline. They have both been eroded away. If we were just in another dimension at the same instant in time, then they'd be the same wouldn't they? Or near enough!"
"Good point, Doug. But maybe we're in another time, in a different dimension."
"Yeah, that's an idea."
"Will you two stop wittering on and help me get Rose back inside the house," Sylvia interrupted our deliberations.
With only slight difficulty, Doug swept his young wife into his arms and carried her into their lounge. Silvia headed for the kitchen to make the ubiquitous cup of tea. Sylvia's panacea for all ills.
-----
Maybe at this point I should tell you a little about Rose... and Douglas, as they were back then.
Rose was... is Sylvia's best friend. A very shapely twenty-four-year-old (or near enough) at the time; she was eight years younger than Sylvia and I, and some sixteen or seventeen years younger than her husband, of four years. I don't know what Doug has, but he'd hooked himself a real little... um yeah.
Whatever, they enjoyed a somewhat avant-garde and rather exuberant -- and remarkably noisy -- conjugal life. Despite his age, Rose's only complaint about her husband was, that he hadn't managed to get her with-child at the time. Rather ironic really, when I look back at it now
I might add, a complaint that Sylvia had also regularly echoed concerning her and myself, by the way. Er no, not me not getting Rose with-child, me not getting Sylvia pregnant of course! Oh come on, you know what I'm trying to say.
However, both Douglas and I placed the blame for that situation squarely on our spouse's shoulders, or rather on their metabolisms. Douglas assured me that he was firing on all cylinders in that respect. And, I knew for sure I was firing live rounds, due to a rather unfortunate (and untimely) incident with one, Mary Coplansky when I was a still a teenager. I wasn't exactly ecstatic about the abortion, but it had been Mary's decision, not mine.
Whatever, it did bring an end to a beautiful relationship. Yeah well, and I was persona-non-grata with all of the Coplansky's after Mary discovered she had bun simmering away in her oven. Damn shame that; Mary's brother Bill Coplansky had been a good mate of mine... at one time!
-----
I must admit that Doug had his mind on the logistical side of things even while his wife was recovering. I was still pondering on exactly what had happened and why; whilst Doug was calculating all sorts of things I hadn't thought of. Like, how much oxygen there might be inside the ball or dome, and how much food and drinking water we had available. Not things they usually tend to discuss in Sci-fi books and TV programs. Even though they do in disaster movies.
After Rose had recovered from her faint, we were all outside again while Douglas tried to calculate the volume of air within the sphere, (Doug thought that sphere sounded a little more intelligent than my ball or bubble) when Rose called our attention to two small specks high in the eastern sky.
I'll point out that, we'd seen nor heard a single bird, or any other living creature, outside the dome... sphere, up until that point. So we watched intently as the two specks grew larger as they approached.
Eventually it was clear that they were two craft of some kind, and that our location was their obvious destination.
Once they were close enough we could discern that one was about the size of a single-decker bus only lying on its side, the other that of a delivery van. All shiny flat surfaces, with rounded corners and ends, and no apparent windows. No wings, jet exhaust outlets or whirling rotor blades... or anything like that.
The larger craft came to a standstill about two hundred yards from the sphere and the same distance from the ground. The smaller craft came in much closer and circled round and round the sphere until we all began to feel dizzy watching it.
Then it settled near to the ground, further along the slope of the hill. Actually, had the lane still been there, right in the middle of the bugger and maybe fifty feet away from the invisible wall of the sphere. The second larger craft then also closed in and settled down near to the first.
As I said, we had heard no sound of engines and could see no evidence of propulsion units of any kind; the two craft just appeared to levitate unsupported, even when at ground level.
"Checking us out, do you think we'd better go get the shotguns?" Douglas suggested, "We have no of idea of these guys... or whatever they are, intentions."
"Doug, what bloody good are a couple of old rabbit guns going to do us, against the kind of technology those folks appear to have?"
"Good point, George. No sense in rubbing the buggers up the wrong way, is there!" Doug agreed, changing his mind.
At that moment, a door opened in the side of the smaller craft, and two men... two very tall men, climbed out of it. They had a short discussion with each other, while studying the four of us standing there, gaping back at them. Then one of them -- doing a pretty convincing impression of a John Wayne walk -- strolled over towards the invisible wall and stopped maybe ten feet short of it.
Big, I'd thought at first sight. When he was closer, I realised the guy was at least six-foot-four, maybe even taller, towering over me, anyway. Actually, there was no mistaking the fact that he was some "'andsome bugger". Well, no mistaking the fact that Sylvia and Rose thought he was good-looking anyway; from the appreciative noises and comments that reached my ears from their direction.
Broad of shoulder, and narrow of waist, with rippling muscles clearly visible through his sheer -- bright yellow -- shirt; he sauntered closer to the sphere's wall, studied us for a few seconds more then spoke. But we could hear nothing.
I cupped my hands to my ears, and he seemed to understand, because he nodded and smiled. Then he paced up and down for a few minutes apparently talking to himself.
But when he turned to his left, we could see that he was wearing a device attached to his right ear, somewhat like the gadget Lieutenant Uhura used to wear in Star Trek, only a little smaller. Actually more like the older blue-tooth mobile phone units, posers took to sporting when they first came out. Anyway eventually we confirmed that these were personal communicators, and discovered that all of the two craft's crews wore them.
For some considerable period of time, the guy was (apparently) in a heated discussion with someone; that was clearly discernable by his body language. But then he suddenly smiled at us again and gave us a thumbs-up sign. Then stepping close to the invisible wall, he placed a small device no bigger than a mobile telephone against it, studied the unit for a few seconds and then spoke to whomever he was communicating with yet again.
There are times in your life when you really wish that you'd bothered to develop the skill of lip-reading when you were younger, that was one of mine.
Another thumbs up came from the guy. Then my attention was taken by door opening in the side of the larger of the two craft, half a dozen or so, men climbed out of it and began unloading some equipment. I assume that the first guy must have looked or gestured towards the larger craft and that had caused me to transfer my attention to it.
When I looked back at the first guy, he had stepped away from the wall again and was looking around for a spot where the ground inside the sphere was on the same level as that outside. I worked that out from what happened next.
The four of the six new guys carried a... well, a large door -- complete with frame -- over and placed it against the invisible wall at the spot the first guy had chosen. Then they all stepped back and signalled for the four us inside to retire to a safe distance as well.
Once the four of us had moved back behind my garden wall, there was a bright blue flash that ran around the edge of the doorframe, accompanied by a loud bang, that all-but deafened us, which was further followed by a whistling sound.
The big guy after looking perplexed for a few seconds began frantically gesturing to his ears, and kept taking hold of his own nose. Then they all started to do the same.
Their behaviour confused the hell out of us, until Douglas suddenly shouted, "Pressure differential! Hold your noses and keep swallowing!"
The penny dropped quickly in my brain. Possibly because I'd flown in some old un-pressurised aeroplanes when I was younger. But Douglas and I had to spell out to the girls what was about to happen and what they should do.
The whistle or more precisely a clearly audible hiss, was air evidently escaping from inside the sphere to the outside world as the pressure equalised. Once the hissing had stopped, the first man put his thing-a-me-what's-it... bugger, lets call it a tri-corder, almost everyone knows what they are, even if they have no idea what a tri-corder is supposed to do actually. Does anyone? Yeah all right, everything except lay eggs!
Anyway, having apparently taken another reading, the guy smiled once more, then reached over and opened the door, which was by then, part of the invisible wall.
"Well, none of you is Professor Pemberton, that's for sure," were his first words.
"You speak English?" Douglas replied, sounding somewhat surprised.
"Not exactly as you know it, but close enough I should imagine. My name's Adona, you are...?"
To be completely honest with you, Adona's 'near enough', wasn't really! Much to his confusion. It was like having a conversation someone who spoke a version of Pidgin English for the first time. However it didn't take us long to... understand the general gist of what was being said. As time passed it became very easy for us to understand actually. However there was some confusion to start with, and for clarity's sake here I've edited out those kind of confusing parts. And I've taken the liberty of translating all the dialogue between us into English from our own time. The colloquial British version that is.
Douglas introduced the four of us.
"Unfortunate, but as we surmised. You're not who we were hoping to find here!" Adona said, (somewhat unconvincingly I thought) and then he asked, "What year do you come from?"
"1988," Douglas replied.
"Hmm!" Adona mused, then as casually as you like, continued, "There's been an almighty great cock-up somewhere. Almost seventy-five years out of sync, some idiot's got their sums wrong. It might have been a computer foul-up, but I somehow doubt it. Only as good as the idiot punching the numbers into them, are those things. There's a lot of maths involved, this could take weeks to sort out."
Adona was rambling on, as if to himself; but I somehow got the impression that the whole speech was for our benefit. And possibly even that there was something not quite kosher about what he was saying. I can't tell you why, possibly an innate distrust I've always had of people in authority. And Adona appeared to be the "Big Cheese" with these new arrivals.
Annoyingly, Douglas interrupted him, "What date is it here?"
"Ah, now, you see... that's the problem really," Adona replied. I thought, somewhat evasively.
"We kind-a started again a couple of thousand years ago, after the... anyway, I'm afraid that there's no real definite correlation between your time scale and ours. Various parts of the world recovered at different rates and all continuity was kind of lost along the way. Eventually we settled on an arbitrary start date for our calendar, but it doesn't mean much in relation to your own. This little exercise was supposed to help us put all that right. Seems the boffins were at least sixty or seventy years out in their calculations before they started."
"Bullshit!" was the word that jumped to the fore of my mind. "After the what?" Adona was being very vague about something that was going to happen in our future; only at the time I could not comprehend why. From that instant onward, I was... well, more than a little cautious and sceptical of our visitors, and everything they told us. And well, there could well be an error in their calculations but that was no reason to avoid telling us what their date was. Adona's obvious refusal to inform us about that, just didn't make any sense ether.
Our conversation was somewhat longer than that repeated here. Actually it was for a considerably longer period of time that Adona kept Doug and my attention off of everything else that was going on. I've taken a little artistic licence here and kind-of whittled it down a little, to give you the essence of what was said.
Anyway, whilst Doug and I had been talking to him, Adona had moved further inside the sphere, and he'd evidently been followed inside by at least four of his compatriots. Who were, by the time I had became aware that they were inside the sphere... Well, there was no mistaking the fact that they were chatting-up Sylvia and Rose, or at least making a bloody good show of trying to.
Hey look, I didn't get off the bloody boat yesterday; I can spot a randy letch trying to chat-up my wife, a bloody mile away.
Whatever, and as they were all extremely handsome looking guys; at least as tall as Adona, if not bigger. What's more, from where I was standing it looked like Sylvia and Rose were hanging on their every word. More alarm bells started ringing in my head.
"Er." I said gesturing towards the six of them. "That's our wives your friends are making-up to, over there!"
I figured that one look would tell Adona what was going down. But his reply totally shocked me, and Doug.
"Hmm yes, I'm sorry old boy!(sic) But we no longer have the institution of marriage in our time. Haven't had it for a couple of thousand years now. Sorry, I realise that monogamy was standard practise in your time, but it isn't here. There's nothing I'm allowed to do; we believe in free choice... er association nowadays."
"Well, we believe in free choice as you put it, in our time as well." Doug interjected, "But once partners are mutually chosen then monogamy is the rule. And it just ain't done, old boy, to... well, to come-on-strong to a married woman, that is! When a woman is spoken-for, it's just not cricket mate! I think that you'd better send us back home a bit sharpish-like, or things are liable to get a little intense around here!"
"I wish I could gentlemen, but we've got to find the root cause of this date cock-up first. Never-mind, you won't be here longer than is necessary."
"The way they're going at it over there, it looks like we might have been here too long already," Doug replied, then he stormed off calling to his wife as he did so.
"Rose, a word in private, if you can spare the time?"
As Rose -- reluctantly -- broke away and the four guys closed in around Sylvia.
Come on, they were like moths around a bleeding candle flame, or maybe more like jackals circling around an injured animal. That led me to call out almost exactly the same words to Sylvia.
Reluctantly Sylvia also broke away from her admirers and came over towards me.
"I'll have a word with my crew, but I can't promise you anything." Adona said as he moved off to where the four guys were standing. I led Sylvia into the house, where we could to talk in private.
"Jesus Christ, woman, what the hell are you playing at?" I demanded.
"I don't understand, what are you so upset about, George?" she replied, all innocent like.
"Don't come all that old 'how's your father' with me, Silvia. You know full-well what I'm annoyed about. You, pandering to those bloody freaks out there!"
"What do you mean, I was just being sociable. They're very nice guys."
Sylvia sounded annoyed at my outburst, and it could be that had some influence over what she said after that. It had more than a little influence over what I subsequently said.
"Randy arseholes, chaffing at the bloody bit, you mean!" I found myself ranting. "Christ woman, I'm surprised... no, I won't say it. But they're tongues were hanging out the moment they clapped eyes on you and Rose."
But what she said then, really shook me to the bottom of my boots.
"Can I help it, if strangers find me more attractive than my husband does? Besides, one of them might be able to do the job that you don't seem able to do."
On hearing those words, I became all-but... well apoplectic.
"Sylvia, are you claiming that I haven't kept you satisfied... er sexually, for the last ten years?"
Her expression softened a little. Maybe she realised that her last statement had been pushing the envelope a little too far.
"No, no, George, you've been a wonderful husband." She said hurriedly, but then she added. "But you have to admit, that you haven't managed to get me... well, you know. And, my biological clock is ticking, you know."
Battling with myself to get my emotions back in check, and not let our disagreement spiral completely out of control; I resorted to my usual reply when Sylvia started on the biological clock thing.
"I've told you before Sylvia, that is none of my doing. It has to be a problem with your... er, you know. I know that I don't fire blanks."
"Rubbish George, after all the trying we've done over the years, I should have had ten babies by now!"
Yes, yes, I was tempted to tell Sylvia about Mary Coplansky; but once again, I didn't. Sylvia had always been a little... er, well delicate, whenever I mentioned my experiences with old girlfriends. I figured that telling her about Mary Coplansky ending up in the family way, would have been like pouring petrol onto a fire; to wit, explosive! I didn't need that kind of grief in my life.



Anyway, I warned Sylvia to be careful and reminded her that she was my wife. And that there was no way I was going to stand for any kind of nonsense. Then we went back outside to join our guests again.
Sylvia did look a little chastised for a while, as did Rose. I assume that Doug and Rose's conversation had gone something similar to Sylvia and my own. However it didn't take the girls long -- with those handsome guys flattering them -- to start getting out of hand, and silly again.
Whether the two girls did it on purpose or not, I really do not know. On reflection, I think they probably just got carried away with the occasion, and honestly did forget themselves.
Look, as far a looks are concerned, Sylvia and Rose were nothing to be sneezed at. And they were well used to receiving "the treatment", or fending-off the young hopefuls down on the beach.
However these guys weren't your run of the mill "would be" Casanova's; these guys were... Film Star Heartthrob material; every damned last one of them. And, being perfectly honest with you, they put Douglas and I to shame.
What's more, Adona and another guy (who had appeared from somewhere), kept Doug and I pretty well occupied for most of the day. This other guy was a historian or something, and he bombarded Douglas and me with questions about our recent history. You know WW1 and 2, and just about everything else up to the present. The present I'm referring to at that time being 1988 of course.
For some inexplicable reason they appeared to be under the impression that the USA was a colony of the UK -- or so they claimed -- and were quite surprised when we informed them that it had been an independent republic for a couple of hundred years. To our surprise they didn't appear to be able to comprehend what a republic was, and insisted that there had to be an all-powerful hereditary head-of-state. On reflection (and knowing what I do now) I very much suspect that the two of them were... Yeah well they were distracting us, and I have no idea whether I now believe much of what they said that day.
At one time Doug, Adona, the history bloke (can't recall his name) and I, went into our cottage so that I could make us all some tea. That's when some fun started.
By mistake I filled the electric kettle instead of the gas one from the hot water supply of course, there was no mains water anymore. And then I switched the bloody-thing on.
Net result, my old Lister diesel generator, sprang into life out in it's little shed, shattering the piece and tranquillity, when it began its repetitive thump, thump, thump.
The sudden noise -- about the only sound that had been breaking the silence up until that time, had been the childish giggling of Sylvia and Rose -- grabbed all of our visitors attention. They (even the guys who'd been trying to chat up the girls) all crowded around the door to the generator shed while I explained how it worked. The historian guy, was the only one amongst them who appeared to have any conception of what an internal combustion engine was. Generator, they did understand; but the Lister's regular thumping completely fascinated them.
Mind you, Doug and I were pleased that the episode separated the wolves from the girls for a while, and Sylvia ended up making the tea.
Whilst we drank it, we discussed with Adona our immediate needs, especially as he was indicating that it would be some days -- or even weeks -- before they would be able to return us to our correct moment in time.
Firstly, a supply of freshwater, and then, of course, food. Adona talked into his communicator do-what's-it and within an hour, yet another large craft arrived and a huge tank of drinking water was unloaded from it. The crew came over to stare through the invisible wall at the newcomers for a while, and then left again.
Shortly after that, Adona rounded his guys up, and, telling us that they would be back the following morning, left in the larger of the two craft.
However, two other men stayed with the smaller craft, and it wasn't long before they came into the sphere and were hovering around Sylvia and Rose.
"What is it with these guys, haven't they got any women of their own?" Doug asked me on the quiet.
"Don't look like it mate, not gullible ones anyway! I got a good mind to sort that geezer out."
An expression of horror came over Douglas's face.
"Now, take it easy, George. They are big boys, and that looks like a weapon of some kind they all have on their belts."
"Yeah, I noticed they all seem to be wearing them. I'm going to have to have a long talk with Sylvia later."
"Don't worry, I intend to put that wife of mine over my knee when I get the chance. Rose knows better than to play silly cows with me."
"Hmm!" I thought to myself, "what have I been missing about Doug and Rose's relationship?"
"What do you make of these guys anyway, Doug, and why have they... well brought us here in the first place? What's their game do you think?"
"Not sure, George. They say that they didn't mean to bring us anyway; they were after that bloke... Pemberton, didn't they say?"
"Can't recall, but yeah, they said they were expecting to find someone else here, not us."
"Why in heavens name would anyone in the... shit, we still don't know what century we're in even," Doug mused.
"To change their history, I should imagine," I suggested, "What other reason could there be for bringing someone from the past. There's that weird historian bloke. Perhaps he's studying the twentieth century."
"Studying something, alright. But if you ask me, there's something fishy about him, he claims that he's been researching that Professor bloke."
"Then I'll bet the professor invents something that's really significant in the future, and these guys want to stop him," I suggested. "I read a sci-fi tale that ran along the same lines once. Someone came from the future to stop someone inventing something and change the future."
"But then again, maybe they want to make sure that Pemberton does invent something significant. Supposing the bugger is a distant ancestor of one of those guys or something," Doug suggested.
"Whatever, the results of these guys fiddling with the past could be really catastrophic. Well, that's what they say in all the books."
"What books?" Doug asked.
"Well the science-fiction books. Only logical, when you think about it."
"Er yeah, 'tis when you think about it!" Doug echoed, but sounding distinctly unconvinced. "I suppose that we'd better try to discover what they are really playing at. But be careful, George. I somehow don't think these guys are as... nice, as they appear to be."
"Nice! They're arrogant tosser's. Look at the way they behave around other people's wives."
"Well, hold your temper on that one, George... at least until we find out exactly what is going down here."
Luckily that evening the two guys took the hint quite early and went back to their craft. I'd say they weren't as... desperate, as the four guys who'd been hanging around the girls earlier.
I did wonder if it had anything to do with Doug asking them how the rabbit hunting was around there. Mind you, they appeared to have no idea what a rabbit was, or a shotgun come to that. Mention of shooting and then eating rabbits flesh made one of them look distinctly off-colour. That was when we discovered that their diet was completely vegetarian.
Shortly after that, we realised the reason we hadn't seen any animals around, was because basically, there weren't any, or many. Well, not to speak of anyway. The two guys -- with more then a little trepidation apparent in their voices -- mentioned a few names that we assumed referred to wild animals of some kind, but they assured us that they were few and far between in the neck of the woods we were in.
Definitely there were no domesticated animals, farm or otherwise, possibly that was why they were veggies; there weren't no meat to be had anyway. Apparently, not even rats or mice.
Later, outside the sphere, we did spot just a few rather large spiders that scuttled away when they saw or heard us coming, and some beetles. Yeah beetles... very big beetles, or more likely cockroaches; I admit that I didn't look too close. But it was obvious that whatever man had done to the world, he hadn't been able to kill-off those buggers. Well, stood to reason, didn't it?
That night Sylvia and I had a real good-old ding-dong. And apparently Rose and Doug did the same next door, as well. We heard them going at it hammer and tongs. As I'm sure that they must have heard Sylvia and I... exchanging words.
For some reason that I couldn't get my head around, Sylvia seemed to have come to the weird conclusion, that whatever she did in that time zone, would have no... well effect -- consequence or meaning -- when we returned to our own time.
Apparently one of the tosser's had told Sylvia that we would be returned to our own time at the exact same instant that we'd left it. Well, a couple of milliseconds later I kind-of gathered. Some twaddle about two things in the same place at the same not being possible. I'm willing to bet that Sylvia had had little idea of what he was really talking about anyway.
Whatever the gist was -- as Sylvia had it -- to everyone else in our world... time zone -- or whatever you like to call it -- we'd never have been gone. So, whatever happened while we were away... could not have happened! Get the general idea?
Anyway, consequently -- from the way Sylvia and Rose saw things -- that meant they could do whatever they liked during the time we were away, and that didn't exist in our time, so it would be of no consequence. A kind-of "time out" from their... our, usual lives, if you understand the girl's interpretation.
Sounds fine in theory. But do you see any logic in it? Well, I bloody-well didn't!
"Look here, Sylvia, you are my wife. In our time, or anyone else's bleeding time, come to that! You're my wife and don't you go forgetting it! You do anything you shouldn't be doing... with any of those freaks out there... and I'll be down the divorce lawyers the instant we get back. If we get back, that is! I'm not too sure any of those fruitcakes know exactly what they are doing anyway."
To my astonishment Sylvia's tone was... Well, she sounded smug -- I suppose you'd call it -- when she replied.
"And pray tell me, on exactly what grounds, George? Exactly when are you going to tell the divorce court that I could possibly have stepped out of line with anyone else? Especially someone who hasn't even been born yet... and won't be for god knows how many hundred years. And when will you tell the court... or anyone else, that I had the time or opportunity to do such a thing anyway. The Drury's will testify that they saw us together yesterday and they will see us together again this morning, which hasn't happened yet... only it has, but not to us in our time anyway. Sod-it, George, you know what I mean!
"Do you really think that a court is going to believe any of this? No, this is all a great big dream, George. A flight of my own imagination. Probably brought on by your fascination with all that science fiction rubbish."
"Don't talk stupid, Sylvia!"
"George, none of this is really happening. And even if it is, I won't believe it is and you won't be able to convince me otherwise. And even if it really is happening, you won't be able to prove anything, George, and I will deny everything. Hey, are you really sure that you're not dreaming all this right now, anyway?"
"Well I..."
"See, all a little far too fetched isn't it. Relax George, go with the flow and enjoy yourself while the goings good. I'm not taking any of this seriously, so why should you?"
Termini Capitulus I
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Capitulus II
When I spoke to him the next morning, Doug informed me that Rose had tried to feed him the same sort of ridiculous diatribe as Sylvia had tried to lay-on me. We kind-a wondered where those strange ideas had come from. It sounded like complete... twaddle, to Doug and myself. And, all rather too carefully thought out, for either Sylvia and Rose; to our way of thinking. To put it succinctly, it sounded a little too much like 'joined-up-writing' for either of our wives to have come up with it.
Sorry, but one has to call a spade a spade, and both Doug and I would be the first to admit that neither of our wives were the smartest apples in the box. Oh come on, they were both extremely attractive women... had they been just a little more... er, fully equipped in the mental capacity department. Then they surely would have picked up a couple of guys with a lot more of the readies than either Douglas or I had in the bank.
Mind you, it soon became apparent that Doug had been far angrier the evening before than I had. By all accounts -- actually we had heard noises that had pre-confirmed the fact -- he had resorted to tanning Rose's backside for her. Somewhat surprisingly Rose didn't appear to have been too... er put-out, by the experience either. It certainly surprised me some, that those two could be so... kinky.
However, whatever had happened the night before, it didn't stop Rose from informing us that she was joining Sylvia and the four goons, who were going down to the beach for a swim, shortly after Adona and his crew returned the following day.
This news took Doug and me by surprise and we could only conclude that such arrangements had to have been made the day before.
"Funny," we thought, "how neither Rose nor Sylvia had thought it necessary to mention those plans whilst our mutual altercations had been in progress the night before." But then again... on reflection, I don't suppose it was.
While we walked down to the beach... -- Christ, you didn't think Doug and I would let the girls go with those freaks without us, did you? -- Adona informed me that it would be at least a week -- or so -- before the boffins discovered what had really gone wrong with their time calculations and then make the necessary adjustments to their equipment so they could send us back to the right point in time. Not that I believed much of his explanation or anything much else the bugger said by then.
Although, Douglas seemed to be swallowing every word the History guy told him. Well, it looked like Douglas was, from where I was standing.
Look, I'm reading between the lines here. I have no idea why, but I got the impression that -- if they wanted too -- Adona and his cronies could have sent us back to our own time almost immediately. But by their accounts, the machine they'd used consumed copious quantities of power. It appeared -- or so they claimed -- that they didn't want to run the thing up again, until they were ready to bring the professor Pemberton guy forward in time in the same session. Adona said something about recharging the capacitors, or something stupid like that, anyway. Whatever, that was the impression that I got, or maybe it was the one that I was supposed to get. I told you, I was getting more distrustful of these guys by the minute.
You know, I had it figured, Adona must have come from a long line of politicians. And like all the politicians of today, it didn't matter what he said, I somehow knew it was all a web of half-truths and outright lies; designed to ensure that whatever he wanted (or needed) to happen, would happen. Whether that outcome was to our (Sylvia, Rose, Douglas and my own) advantage or not!
At the same time as Adona was feeding me all this sh... yeah well. I was pumping Adona -- well attempting to --, trying to discover as much as I could about why we'd been brought to that time. Doug was also trying to extract information from the historian guy about why they wanted Pemberton. I learnt almost nothing, but Doug kind-of got the impression that they wanted to talk the professor out of inventing something.
"I think they daren't just kill him, because of what we were talking about earlier." Doug told me later, "You never know, he could well be an ancestor of half these people, much as you and I are likely to be. Hey, five kids; you and Sylvy must have really have got your act together once we get back."
"And you and Rose?" I asked.
"Three, according to the professor. He wouldn't go into details; I don't think he intended to tell me that you fathered five children in the first place. Apparently you, or your descendants anyway, are very important and they are shitting themselves on the quiet to get you back home in one piece. Me, not so much, but they are worried about my offspring as well."
"They seem to know a lot more than they are saying about us and our time, Doug. Did he give any hint as to why all this happened? Something flattened the World as we know it, and killed off all the animals."
"Yeah - we did! A nuclear holocaust sort of catastrophe, he's being a little vague about exactly what though. Years after our time anyway... five hundred years at least. Could be much more, for some reason these guys are a little... uninformative about actual dates, can't work out why though. Anyway, religious or ideological wars by the sound of it... He weren't too clear about that either. Whatever after they blew themselves to bits they resorted to chemical and biological warfare, I think. That led to a sort of 'dark ages' again, and it's taken them the last couple of thousand years or so, to clean everything up. Apparently they are still at-it in some places. There's only about fifty million people left on the whole damned planet now. All ruled by a sort of 'Big Brother' come 'Living God' type character. Seems a magnanimous type though, everyone appears to be happy about it, anyway."
"But these guys might be his henchman, Douglas. You know, on the inside!"
"That's a point, we might only be seeing one side of the coin."
"I'm not sure I like this side." I said, gesturing to the four guys cavorting around in the surf, with our wives.
"Me neither. But probably we'll get a better idea about what's what, when we get to the city."
"They're taking us somewhere else?"
"I got the feeling that they don't want to, but they are worried about our safety out here. But then again, maybe that's the impression I'm supposed to get. Apparently, there are some not very nice wild animals kicking around out there somewhere. Not many, from what I gather; but enough for them to be worried about. And of course, there's the logistics problem; keeping us fed and watered out here."
About then Doug and I decided that it was time for us to go into the water for a while as well. Maybe we thought that those guys were getting a little too familiar with the girls again.
Maybe it was all an act, but one thing we had noticed, was that the four tossers -- for all their apparent machismo -- well they didn't appear to be able to swim very well at all. This is supposition, but they appeared very conscious of not going out of their depth. We -- or at least I -- had noticed their confusion when the four of us had taken our surfboards along with us; it was obvious they had little idea about what they were used for either. To be honest the idea of swimming in the sea appeared to be quite novel to them.
I'll admit that at first I had taken that with a pinch of salt and thought it had been a come-on where the girls were concerned. But seeing them in the water... well I been forced to revise that assumption. There was no doubt that the breakers scared them for a while at least. That is until they had begun to gain some confidence, from Sylvia and Rose's attitude. It was then that Doug and I figured we'd better get in the water a bit sharpish-like ourselves.
Once the girls got out into the good waves with Doug and I, they seemed to forget about the other four guys completely. Those four might have been gaining some confidence, but they still weren't enamoured with the idea of being out of their depth. Later, one of the big guys did try to surf under Rose's instruction. But Doug and I had to rescue the sod, when he got caught in a rip. After that happened, the four strangers retired to the safety of the shallows again.
"You noticed the others?" Doug asked when we were sitting on our boards together some way out, waiting to pick up on a good one.
"What others?" I asked.
"The rest of Adona's crew. They've positioned themselves on the high-ground around the beach."
"Keeping an eye on us, in case we do a runner, I should imagine." I grinned. Not that there was anywhere that Doug and I could run to.
"No, they are looking inland. They are guarding us, from something..."
"Or someone?" I interjected.
"Could be. You know, that's probably why those two guys were left behind last night. I've noticed that whenever we leave the sphere, they all get all figidity and those other guys fan out and start scanning the horizon. Either they are worried about that nasty wild life, or there is more than one faction around here somewhere."
"You think?"
"Yes, but I suspect that it's the wild animals. They don't appear to be worried while we're inside the sphere and the door is closed; and that suggests wildlife. Other people could just open the door and walk through it, couldn't they?"
"Good point, but we shouldn't jump to conclusions."
"That's why I told you about my thoughts. Oh, here comes a real doozy, get paddling, George." With those words Doug laid forward on his board and started paddling for all his worth.
It was the biggest and best wave of the whole day, and Doug and I rode the bugger right up, virtually onto the beach, before the tunnel collapsed and broke over us.
Then we swam back out to retrieve the girls who'd wiped-out; probably through... unfortunate timing. I won't say lack of skill because Sylvia and Rose are as good surfers, as Doug and I are. Wiping-out is part of the game.
-----
The surfing had done something for Doug's and my self-esteem; it also helped that the four tossers couldn't talk surfing with the girls. They had little understanding of why anyone would want to risk their lives in that way anyway. It appeared that -- to them -- being out of your depth in the sea was tantamount to attempting to commit suicide.
I think for a little while, the surfing session reminded Sylvia and Rose why they had married the men they had, and they stuck close to us for the rest of the morning.
Lunch was supplied by Adona's people that day. We'd noticed that they hadn't accepted our offers of food and some of them had looked a little queasy when we had eaten; especially meat.
The meal was carried down from the larger craft and set out for us on Sylvia's and my dining room table. Not all of Adona's people joined us. They appeared to get all the sustenance they needed in liquid form, from bottles they distributed amongst each other almost incessantly. Doug tried some of it and reported that it would never replace a good pint or cola in the popularity stakes. I passed on the offer, after seeing the expression on Sylvia's face when she tried it.
Lunch consisted of fruit, that looked like no fruit any of us had seen before. Indeed nearly all of the food Adona's people supplied us with appeared to be fruit of some kind. However Sylvia and Rose, could somehow discern flavours that were, they suggested, reminiscent of fruits that we were familiar with. Doug and I just shrugged when they announced yet another one.
Okay, I'll admit the taste of one giant berry did remind me of strawberries. But it looked as much like a strawberry as a house-brick would.
As we ate Adona formally informed us that, for logistical reasons, we were going to be transported to "The City", until they'd sorted out their time mix-up. Doug and I had noticed that the city was referred to in the singular every time that it was mentioned.
"Just one city for the whole country?" Doug mused later.
"Well you said that there are only fifty million people left in the whole damned world, Doug. That's less than the population of the UK in our time. They might only need one city for each country."
"Or continent!" Doug observed.
"That's a point, I wonder how sustainable the world's civilisation is, with only fifty million?" I asked.
"Well, it must be, they're still here, aren't they?"
"But who rules out there, Doug, and why are those guys on their guard all the time when we're outside the sphere?"
-----
Adona and the history guy watched in fascination when Sylvia and Rose unloaded -- and discarded outside -- the contents of our fridges and freezers. They certainly weren't going stay frozen for a week or so without mains power and my little Lister couldn't supply power for that long without more fuel. Our hosts, had little idea of what diesel oil was, or where it came from. Although I believe the history professor guy must have had; but he just didn't talk much, especially to me.
I'll go further, the guy seemed to actively avoid me as much as he possibly could.
Anyway a couple of tosser's who'd been chasing round the girls, threw-up and then legged it, when the girls explained to them that the meat wouldn't keep, what would happen to it over the next few days, and why.
"For all their size and macho-ness, these guys don't appear to be as tough as they look!" I observed to Doug on the quiet.
"Are you intending to see if they are, when it comes to fisticuffs?" He asked.
"I'd rather not, if I don't have too. But if Sylvia doesn't watch her step, I might have to come over all-macho myself anyway," I replied.
"Remember those bloody weapons they carry, for Chri'sake. And don't get carried away, we need these guys to get us back home."
"If they can, Doug. I'm beginning to have my doubts."
-----
A third craft arrived to fly us to the city. This one was all kitted out inside like the first-class section of an airliner. It even had stewardesses. More importantly, they were the first females that we'd seen.
Douglas's instinctive reaction to them -
"Jesus bleeding wept! Why in heavens name are those guys chasing around after Rose and Sylvia?"
Mine too, I might add! My god, one can say nothing else but, "Those females were beautiful." They knocked every air stewardess, film star and catwalk model I'd ever clapped eyes on into a cocked hat.
They wore the same yellow shirts as the men, but outside their leggings and they were a little longer. More reminiscent of sixties shift-type mini-dresses than anything else, but maybe that's the voyeur in me coming out. Regretfully I have to report that their lower extremities -- legs -- were also clad in those same tight... well jean's, even down to the rivets; but not made of denim, made of some very thin black material, that the guys were wearing.
Yeah I know! Why hadn't I noticed those jean things before, on the guys? Well... why do you think?
The women wore no bras; that was obvious, because of the sheerness of those shirts --dresses or whatever you like to call them -- they were wearing. But after careful and considered observation, Doug and I decided that they were wearing thongs beneath the leggings. Sounds better than jeans.
Yeah well, Doug and I are only human.
Having climbed into the craft and been shown to our seats by the stewardesses -- or whatever they were supposed to be -- the craft rose smoothly from the ground, circled the sphere a couple of times and then headed off towards the east.
"Er, who's flying this thing?" Doug enquired after a minute or two.
I had not noticed that no one was sat at the front, like in the drivers seat.
"Computers. I tell them where to go and they do the boring bit," Adona replied, pointing to the communicator hanging from his ear. Then he mumbled something, that I didn't hear, and the craft promptly changed direction.
"Dartmoor, I believe you called it." Adona directed at Doug, as we passed over the highest point of the moor. "I saw you looking at it, Douglas, and thought you might enjoy a closer inspection."
It was as we were looking at the moor that I realised that, although the craft had had no visible windows on the outside, we could see out through the metal walls. But I never had the chance to ask Adona about the fact, because a herd of... well, cattle, I suppose you'd call them -- they were big and didn't look like any cattle I'd ever seen before, more like American Bison than anything, big bison at that -- had come into view in one of the moor-land valleys. Not far away from them, were two large brown cats, like lions or tigers -- obviously the same genetic family anyway -- only much larger that any big cat I'd ever seen in my life. And there was no mistaking the fact that the big cats were stalking the cattle. But they were gone again in an instant, as we flew on at speed.
"What happened to Plymouth?" Doug asked as we zoomed off moor and flew a little way out over the sea.
"The clean up after the holocaust. I'm afraid that it obliterated all surface trace of your time," Adona explained. "Radiological and biological contamination, I'm afraid. Every inch of the surface layer, at least a metre deep, had to be run through fusion reactors; nothing recognisable is left after that.
"If you were to dig down a few feet of course, there would be traces there. But on the surface, everything was converted into sterile dust and sand. It's still in the process of recovering back into soil in some places. It was all seeded of course, but nature takes it's time."
"Jurassic coast looks like it's gone completely. But that was Portland Bill if I'm not mistaken; but it's an island." Doug added a few moments later.
"Natural coastal erosion Doug; it's been a long time you know," Adona assured him.
Suddenly the craft turned north, inland. Douglas hazarded a guess somewhere near where Southampton should have been, but there was no sign of it or the Isle-of-Wight.
As we flew northwards we found ourselves flying over dense forests. You could say that it looked artificial, and maybe it was; there was a virtual straight line of demarcation between the prairie and forest.
"Damn-it. That's got to be the ruddy Thames, that's for sure; but it's so bloody big." Doug exclaimed, as we flew out over a vast expanse of water.
"It's dammed down river. The Tam supplies all of the city's water and power." Adona informed us.
So we learnt that the name had changed from the Thames to the Tam, in the intervening millennia.
Then very suddenly we were upon it, a single great big shiny dome, maybe a mile or so across and several hundred feet high, with numerous smaller domes neatly arranged around it. The craft flew right around the city -- I assumed that Adona was showing us its extent -- and then came to a gentle halt and hovered for a while, before descending into a space between two of the smaller domes.
It wasn't until our craft landed that Doug and I realised that -- like the sphere we'd been transported through time inside -- the domes were not made of glass or metal, but some form of energy.
Adona's men did not accompany us, as we left the craft. He led the four of us inside one of the smaller domes, through a building where a welcoming party of sorts was waiting for us. Not that anyone of them spoke to us, as we passed through what I can only described as an airport arrivals gate.
You know what I mean, there was a place to collect luggage and some desks with guys sitting behind them who I thought for a moment were going to ask us for our passports. Instead they snapped to attention and saluted Adona, who gave them a cursory nod and wave of his hand in reply.



Then he led us out into the vast space of the dome itself. It was much larger than I expected, considering it had to be one of the smaller domes. An odd place rather reminiscent of a town square crossed with a country park. Great paved areas, with rolling lawns in between, and a few single story buildings dotted about here and there rather higgledy-piggledy.
People were lounging around outside them, on chairs and what looked like sun beds, while others appeared to be playing sports on the grassed areas. It was pleasant to note that not everyone wore the same bright yellow get-ups as Adona and his gang.
Mind you, it did appear that the people liked vivid colours. Almost every colour of the rainbow it looked like. Most were wearing the same design shirt and jeans ensemble as Adona, but in many different colours, it stood out that very few were wearing yellow. But then again, some folk, both men and women, were wearing what looked something like Roman togas. Difficult to be more precise because the only togas I'd ever seen were the film industries interpretations of what a toga should look like. But once again they were of a myriad of different bright colours, and only the odd one or two of them were shades of yellow.
We trailed along behind Adona right across the expanse of the dome, until we came to a long single storey building. Dotted about in a wide arc around it, were guys in those yellow shirts again.
"I hope this will suffice your needs. I'm afraid that most of the city is below ground; our people only use the surface as recreation areas, but it was thought that you'd prefer to live up here. It's been kitted out with everything we believe you'll need. If there is anything we've forgotten, then please ask one of your guides."
Adona told us as he led the way inside and introduced us to about a dozen young men and women, who, it was explained, were to be our guides.
I kind-a sussed them as minders straight away. Most of them left with Adona, leaving us with a young couple who showed us around our accommodation.
Mind you, once again, the guy had trouble dragging his eyes away from Sylvia and Rose. The young woman couldn't -- or wouldn't -- stop grinning like a Cheshire cat, at Doug and myself every-time we spoke to her.
To our surprise there were four bedrooms, and it appeared to cause a little consternation in our minders, when we showed preference for only using two of them. They appeared to have assumed that Sylvia and I for instance, would use adjoining rooms. They had to swiftly move around the clothing they had supplied for us.
Yeah, sorry I didn't mention the clothing did I? Well, not the fact that Adona had insisted that we did not pack or take anything with us from the sphere, other than what we were actually wearing at the time.
Mind you, that had caused more than a short delay while Sylvia and Rose changed into attire they deemed suitable for travelling and meeting new people in. Much to Adona's confusion actually, but of course he was used to everyone wearing those same basic outfits.
Adona had insisted that everything we could possibly need would be supplied, and it was. Albeit, that same basic designed clothing, much to the girls chagrin, at first. Well, except for shaving gear for Doug and I -- it appeared that our hosts no longer grew facial hair -- but that oversight was swiftly corrected. Oh yeah, and brassieres for the two girls by the way; once again an oversight, and one not so quickly remedied.
As I said, we all had the same choice of outer clothing, either those shirts -- longer dress type things, worn untucked-in by the girls -- and the jeans or whatever. Or a kind-of short dress-thing, with the toga get-ups to go over the top.
Doug and I both went for the shirt and leggings at first, although they were embarrassingly tight fitting in certain areas. Later we both switched to the toga get-ups.
Yeah well, wearing a dress -- when every other male around, appears to be in the habit of wearing them -- isn't as embarrassing as virtually having your wedding tackle on public display all the time. Those bloody leggings were very thin and extremely... body hugging. Come on, you get the idea!
The strange thing was, except for the leggings -- of which every pair we ever saw anyone wearing, were black. Our shirts, togas, the two girls dresses and everything else, were white.
What's more, later when we went out to explore with -- or rather; were taken on a very carefully choreographed guided tour by -- our two minders, I noticed that we saw not one other person wearing white.
Doug, who -- it had become clearly apparent is more observant than I -- pointed out that colour of dress appeared to be very significant in their society.
"Behind us are two guys in yellow, kitted out like Adona's guys were. These two monkeys showing us around, yellow. Everyone else in shades of various colours. But, if you observe carefully, the people dressed in shades of blue appear to be subservient to folks dressed in reds, and those in green garments subservient to both. What's more, folks dressed in the subservient colours clear the way for others," Doug explained to me.
"You reckon?" I asked.
"Quite definitely, me old mate. What's more, I think that the brighter or more vivid the colour of their clothes, then the higher ranked they are. Notice all the subtle differences in the shades of their clothing and the way each reacts to the others."
"Yeah well, Adona's shirt was a much deeper or brighter yellow than those other guys, and the history professor bloke his shirt was bright as well," I agreed, "But why are we dressed in white then, do you think that has any significance?"
"Not that I can come up with, unless it's to make us stand out from the crowd."
"Mind you, white is supposed to be the colour of virginity, do you think that has any significance?" I observed.
"Oh Christ, I hope not; there's enough of the lechers drooling over the girls as it is. Have you noticed how these guys all seem fascinated by the sight of them?"
"Yeah, but have you noticed the women, Doug. We're getting much more than a cursory glance from all of them. It don't make sense, all these guys are not far short of Adonis's. Jesus, I reckon that's where Adona gets his name from; why the hell are you and I getting admiring glances from these women all the time?"
"More than admiring glances, George. There was some bird back there, giving me a real come-on look. I weren't born yesterday you know, I can tell when some bird is giving me that 'take me to bed' look."
"I wonder why? You know, with all this macho talent about."
"Well I think I might have come up with a theory about that one, George. Take a long look at any one of these people, and then look at any other."
"Yeah well?"
"Well, there's a sameness about them. All the guys are the same height and build, well almost, and they are all handsome buggers. Too handsome, if you think about it! Actually they are all a slight variation on the same theme; with minor exceptions, all the same... looking, anyway. And all these dolly birds... Well, except for the hairstyles, you'd have trouble picking that minder bird out from any of the others, if she was wearing the same colour clothing."
"Jesus, you're right, Douglas, they are not far off clones of each other."
"Not quite, but I suspect all these folks come from a very small gene pool. I think I've discerned about five very basic slightly different general groups of each gender, so far. There's possibly more of course; we'll no doubt find out over the next few days.
"So what you are saying is, those guys are sniffing around Sylvia and Rose, because physically, they're different to the women they are used to."
"That's about it my friend, and I think the females here are looking upon you and I, in the same way. I believe we are going to have to make some rather difficult decisions over the next few days."
"Holy cow, you don't think Sylvia and Rose really would... do you?"
"I don't know about Sylvia, she's your worry George. But Rose is... well she can be very... bugger no, I don't know if I really can trust her. She is a beautiful young woman with very high sex drive, and easily flattered, you know. I have no idea if common sense will win out over her base instincts. She's almost besotted finding herself surrounded by all these...
"Arseholes, Doug; arseholes!"
For the rest of our extended walking tour, I personally checked out Doug's observations and found that I had to agree with his conclusions about everything. The colour of everyone's clothes, and the apparent limited genetic pool all the inhabitants appeared to have originated from.
We were taken down, well below ground level, into great chambers that had to have been hewn from solid rock. Don't ask where the ambient light came from in those great chambers, Doug and I couldn't fathom that one out at all. There were certainly no strong distinct shadows to be discerned. The light appeared to emanate from the roof of those chambers
And rather strangely, in those chambers were... well, what appeared to be blocks of flats built several storeys high. And more of those gardens and piazzas again. And then there were larger buildings, halls, centres of entertainment and the like, we were told. Our guides were quite informative, but didn't seem to understand Doug and my questions about were the light was coming from. They just said, "The walls and ceiling." and pointed to them.
It was only later when we'd returned to our digs as the sun was going down that we discovered that the walls, or more likely a coating of some kind on them, did give off light. When you entered any room, you just asked for light and the walls and ceiling glowed. "More light?" made them glow brighter. "Less light?" and they dimmed. "No light." and you were plunged into darkness.
However Douglas and I didn't think the light in the underground domes came from the same source. But we could have been wrong.
Adona turned up to join us for our evening meal, of fruit. And with him he brought several of his crew -- yes, those guys -- a group of young women, and more than a few bottles of wine.
Well, they called it wine, it was a little on the weak side -- alcohol wise -- for Doug and my liking; but beggars can't be choosers, can they? It didn't taste too bad, once you got the hang of getting the stuff down, but there was little in the way of a kick behind the crap.
Adona, by the way, was not sporting his yellow shirt, but a rather bright-red one. His crewmates a slightly lighter shade of red. Two of the young women's toga-dress things, were in the same shade of red that Adona was wearing. The other two were dressed in purple; a colour that Doug and I could not recall seeing anyone else wearing until we met them. One of the two, Ciera, was in a very deep yet vivid purple, toga type dress. What's more, the style or design of Ciera's attire was not exactly the same as all of the other women's toga's, we'd seen. Markedly different, actually!
Ciera, I can only say, was enchanting. Mind you, as was Chaise, the other young woman dressed in purple. Actually I was quite embarrassed for a while because almost from the moment Adona introduced Ciera to me, she blatantly tipped her hat in my direction. Which I found a little suspicious...
Well, I thought that Adona had brought her along that evening, and he had showered her with more attention and consideration than any other female present, even Sylvia and Rose! So at first sight I had thought... Well, I'm sure you realise why I was embarrassed. I had instantly assumed that they were an item, and remained thinking that for quite a long time.
Mind you, not that I had noticed at the time, but on reflection, it was clearly discernible that all of our visitors (including our two minders) were conspicuously conscious of Ciera's wishes. Nothing was said in actual words, it was a body language thing.
As the evening wore on, I found myself... how should I put it... in conversation with Ciera and Chaise the majority of the time. On reflection again I must admit that they monopolized me, and kept me so occupied, that I lost track of Sylvia and Rose for most of the evening. Doug too, if I cared to admit it!
But when two very fine looking young women... Yeah well, come on you know where I'm coming from here. To be honest, I forgot myself, and the egocentric side of my nature took precedence.
The strange thing was, I can't be sure now, what the hell we talked about. Well, I suppose it must have been myself, and Sylvia, and our life in the twentieth century. But I know that that first evening I learnt very little about Ciera and Chaise.
Except peculiarly, that they reminded of a particular pair of twins I'd been very... friendly with, back in my school days. Ciera and Chaise quite definitely weren't twins, that was plain to see. But they appeared to have the same strange kind of symbiotic relationship that identical twins (or really close siblings) sometimes appear to have with each other. Both girls were in the habit of completing the other's sentences all the time. Whether it be a question, or answer, instinctively one seemed to know what the other was about to say.
Kind-a... well, disconcerting until you get used to it. Maybe it was because I was so used to Shirley and Sheryl -- the twins from my school days I just mentioned -- doing it all the time. That at first I failed to notice that Ciera and Chaise did the same thing, as much as they actually do.
Later, after all of our guests had left, Doug and I went outside together so that he could enjoy a smoke of his pipe, in peace. Yeah well, whenever he had tried to light the thing earlier... Well, imagine what would happen if Elvis was to suddenly be reincarnated in the middle Piccadilly Circus -- or Times Square -- during the rush hour. Every bugger in Christendom, walked over to stare at him.
Anyway, except for those security guys, trying to look inconspicuous around the virtually deserted piazza, there were very few other people about by then.
"A clear anomaly," Doug said after taking a much needed drag at his pipe. Then he looked me right in the eye, "I don't know who that Ciera bird is George, but she's different. You know those two in purple are from a completely separate social subclass to everyone else we've met, so far."
"You reckon?" I replied, once again feeling that I hadn't been as observant as I should have been.
"Oh yeah. Those two minders were visibly shaken when they saw the other girl, and then they nearly shit themselves when Ciera walked in the door."
"You think she's someone special?"
"I have no real idea mate; but she's no common-a-garden pleb, that's for bloody sure. When you and her were talking outside, those guards, or whatever they are supposed to be, were all standing smartly to attention, no mistaking it! And there were more of them about as well. They showed up at the same time as our guests arrived."
"Doug, what do you think is really going on here?"
"I haven't got the faintest idea about that either, mate. But something weird that's for sure. No disrespect mate but that Ciera and her mate..."
"Chaise!"
"Yeah, I didn't get her name, she didn't say two words to me. Anyway they were drooling over you this evening."
I'm not surprised you were too busy feeding that blond bird your line of shi..."
"I was doing nothing of the kind. She was asking me about... Hang on... You know what I have no idea what we talked about."
"No more than you or I have any idea what our wives were saying or doing with Adona and his oppos, Douglas. If you care to think about it, we were stitched-up quite nicely this evening!"
"Yeah, Jesus, we fell for it; didn't we? The buggers waved a few pretty faces in front of us, and like bleeding demented ducks we started paddling for all we were worth. I don't like all this, George. I wish I knew what their game really is. You know, I'm damned sure that Adona and his pals have been feeding us a line of shit about that Pemberton geezer. Can't exactly say why, but it just don't make much sense to me. If they do persuade Pemberton to do or not to do... invent or not invent, whatever it is... Well, as far as they are concerned they will have already done it. Do you understand what I'm getting at?
"Not really, no!"
"Well look at this way. If say in the year 2000, someone invents a time machine and it strikes them as a good idea to prevent World War Two from happening. Well, all they'd have to do is go back to say... 1925, and quietly bump-off Adolph Hitler... Hey presto, no Hitler... no Nazi party... and no World War Two. But the only problem is, it wouldn't bloody-well work!"
"Why not?"
"Well think about it... If there was no World War Two, then the guy who invented the bleeding time machine, wouldn't have reason to go back in time to Germany and kill-off Hitler, would he? Jesus he wouldn't have the faintest idea who Adolph Hitler was in the first place. And besides there wouldn't have been technology boost that came out of that conflict, and that would probably mean that the guy wouldn't have wherewithal to invent the ruddy time machine in the first place!"
"That's a point," I had to agree.
"So why all this interest in the Pemberton guy? No. I think we, you and me were the prime targets in this operation. You specifically."
"You're kidding me?"
"Nope, it's beginning to make some sense to me... not much, but a little. That history geezer seemed to know a hell of a lot about you in particular. He didn't mean to tell me, I'm pretty sure it was a slip of the tongue. He tried to cover it, by moving the subject away from you and telling me that I am going to father three kids."
"So, he did some research during the night."
I don't think their systems are that good George. We're just two insignificant plebs who live in the back of nowhere, in 1988 remember. Jesus, three hundred years after we're dead, I doubt anyone will even remember us. What can you tell me about your great, great grandfather, for instance?" I shook my head. "Yeah, so how-come, two or three thousand years after we're dead and within twelve hours of meeting us these guys can discover that you had five children? Not kosher George! Something very not kosher at all is going on around here!"
"Well everything's being put on computers in our time, Doug; record-keeping is so much better."
"George, three thousand years later..."
"You really think it's that long?" I interjected.
"And the bloody rest, George! Anyway, do you really think that they're still using the same computers after all this time? I doubt anyone here's even heard of sodding Microsoft and it's crappy operating systems. If you gave these buggers a bloody hard drive from our time, I'll bet they wouldn't be able to read it. No, you're something special and all this is about you in some way, I'm sure of it.
"I can't believe it, Douglas."
"And another thing, why in heavens name did Adona bring those four prats along with him this evening? He knows they upset us by chasing after the girls. And then these four birds tonight. I don't know about you, but the two in red are... Well, they're definitely making me feel like a younger man..."
"Is that possible, Doug?"
"Sure is, George, those two have just proved it! But for some inexplicable reason, I keep suspecting that they are supposed to be doing exactly that. What's more, I'm beginning to think that our wives are expected to stray. I'd say whoever is running this show is counting on it!"
"But why, what's the point in bringing us through time, just to steal our wives?"
"I doubt the intention is to steal them George. Impregnate them, maybe!"
"What!" I blustered.
"Well, the guy let slip that you and your wife had at least five kids. But he didn't actually say, that you were the father of all of them. Hey, he didn't say that I was the father of all my kids, either! Hmm, I like this less and less, the more I try to figure out what game it is, they're playing."



"Ah, I see. So you think that for some unknown reason, they are trying to... well, seed a child or two, back in the twentieth century and they have chosen our wives for the purpose?"
"Yeah that's about it. Can you come up with anything better?"
"But why, Douglas; what possible purpose could they have for doing so? What would they have achieved?"
"I don't know, George. I'm doing the bloody Times crossword here mate, and I can only put the words in, when I find the bleeding clues. Whatever they are playing at, we need to keep a very close eye on our wives if we are going to frustrate them."
Termini Capitulus II
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Tempus Frangit


By Denham Forrest, writing as Misnomer Jones


Tempus Frangit, Capitulus III


It was an interesting night after Sylvia and I eventually got to bed. I'll admit that I had been... well, sucking up -- I suppose you could call it -- all that Ciera and Chaise laid on for my benefit. Boy those two had been all over me, especially Ciera.
Er, I think I should clarify that; when I say all-over me, I mean in the figurative sense, not the physical.
Mind you, I had been working on -- what had I thought was -- a cunning plan. Well, I kind of had it figured, that if persuasion wouldn't bring Sylvia back into line -- she and Rose had still been blatantly playing-up to those four tossers from the instant they'd arrived. And, what with Sylvia enjoying all those compliments liberally thrown her way by all the different guys we'd met during the day; a little too much for my liking, as well -- then, I figured that perhaps a little jealousy might work.
It proved to be a double edged sword. Sylvia was aroused... oh, I was sure of that all right; remember we'd been married almost ten years. But she was also extremely pissed with me, because I'd spent most of the evening, "With those painted harlots!" Sylvia's words, not mine.
Yeah well, I gave back as good as I received. I suggested that Sylvia's annoyance was tantamount to the kettle calling the pot black, an analogy that Sylvia didn't appear to understand. And I reminded Sylvia that all games have to have two teams at least. If she wanted to play games, then I was very likely to want to play as well
At the time I just hoped that the plan would work. But later, for some reason, I had my doubts. Best plans of mice and men, and all that gobble-de-gook.
-----
The next morning two different members of the team had replaced our minders. Handsome and pretty youngsters again and dressed in yellow; so that led Doug and I to believe that they were not there just to keep us entertained for the day.
After breakfast we all took a walk in the dome and watched some folks playing an incomprehensible ball game. But shortly after, we came across a group of people sitting around playing chess. Well, a slight variation on chess as we know it, but that didn't stop Doug from having a go; once he'd studied them playing at it for a while. His opponents went easy on him until he got the hang of their rules and then the games grew quite intense. I must admit that I got sucked in as well, and played a couple of games myself.
It was while we were doing so, that we lost the girls completely.
Our two minders looked distinctly uncomfortable, when Doug and I demanded to know where the girls had disappeared to, and claimed that they had been so engrossed in our games of chess (or whatever they called it), that they hadn't seen the going of them.
"Bollocks!" Was Doug's eloquent reply, and then he marched off in the direction of a couple of the bodyguards -- or security guys -- who been trying to follow us around without us noticing them.
Those guys weren't too clever when it came to covert operations; I think they were really surprised that Doug and I knew they were there. All very stupid of them, because those yellow shirts they wore, really made them stand out from the crowd.
George had it figured that wherever the girls had gone, there would be at least two more of those yellow shirts trailing along behind them somewhere. He took everyone by surprise when – after one of the yellow shirts had claimed he had no idea of whom we were referring – George snatched the communicator whatsit, from the guy's ear, and stuck it in his own.
"Now, I know that there is some bugger on the other end of this bloody thing," Doug ranted, "and I'm also sure that you know exactly where our wives are. If you don't get them back here in five minutes I'll... Oh, hello Adona. Well, what a bleeding surprise! Okay, where are they?"
There was a pause while Adona replied.
"Bloody boat! Those arseholes are terrified of water; what happens if the boat capsizes or something, are our wives supposed to save your crewmen's lives. You get them back here sharpish, Adona! You've gone too far this time!"
Doug listened again; then ranted on. "I've a right to get excited, mate; Rose is my wife! Look, if both of them are not back at the digs within half an hour, they'll be bloody hell to pay, I promise you!"
Adona must have spoken again.
"I don't give a shit what you do in this century Adona. We're of the twentieth century, and back there, wives do not put-it-about, with all and bloody sundry. Now you better use whatever influence you have over those wankers and get our wives back here, sharpish. Then you can ship us back down west today. Bugger your logistical problems, we want as far from you and your people, as possible."
Doug then pulled the unit from his ear, and tossed it back to the very shocked security guy.
"Would you believe it, they've gone out on the Thames in a bloody boat with two of those tossers from Adona's crew!" Doug raved at me and then he stomped off in the direction of our accommodation at a fair-old-lick.
When I got there, there was no sign of the girls. Well, I hadn't expected there would be, not that quick anyway. Doug was attacking what was left of one of the wine bottles from the night before, and he handed me a bottle. I took a good swig and figured that I was beginning to get a taste for the stuff.
Then -- I'm not sure why -- I did a quick count. There were another eight full bottles of the plonk sitting on the sideboard thingy-what's-it.
"Shit!" I thought, "They didn't bring that many bottles in with them last night, someone has topped up our supply. What's the plan here, were Doug and I supposed to get pie-eyed on the stuff and lose track of what's going on."
I grabbed the bottle from Doug's grasp and pointed out the discrepancy in the count to him, and the possible reason for it.
"Shit, they don't know us very well, do they? We could drink several gallons of this muck, and still be stone-cold sober." He replied with a wicked grin.
"That's assuming it hasn't been tampered with in some way, Doug. We still don't know what the game is here."
"Sure we do. They are planning that, when they send us back to our time, our wives are going to be up-the-duff with a couple of these wanker's kids. Exactly why, I have no idea. But that's got to be their plan; stands to bloody reason!"
As George finished his rant, our female minder appeared in the room, and somewhat sheepishly handed me one of their communicator things. I stuck it my ear and said, "Hello."
"George, I'm sorry about this..." Adona's voice replied.
"Adona, I don't give a toss what you're sorry about. I'm with Doug on this. You get our wives back here now, and then you can ship us back down to our cottages, pronto!"
"Just a moment, please George?" Adona replied.
Then I heard nothing for maybe half a minute or so; then.
"George, it's Sylvia. No, we are not coming home yet. While you and Douglas were playing your silly game, Rose and I were bored out of our skulls. Win and Mol invited us to take a cruise on the reservoir and we thought it might be fun. More fun, than watching you two argue with those people over that silly game anyway."
"We weren't arguing, Sylvia, we were discussing the differences between their rules and ours."
"That doesn't matter, George. Rose and I were bored silly, and the boys invited us to go on a cruise on this barge thing. Anyway we're not alone it's a regular sightseeing trip and there must be a hundred other people on here as well. Anyway it doesn't get back until..."
Someone in the background prompted her, I distinctly heard a male voice say "About four o'clock."
"...after four. We'll see you then. And will you and Douglas please not embarrass us by making any more fuss."
"Fuss...!" I began to rant.
But Sylvia was saying, "I'm going now, George." Then she didn't reply anymore.
"That was..." I began to say to Doug.
"Yeah, so I gathered. They aren't coming straight back are they?"
"No, they're off with two of Adona's guys as we surmised."
"Do you think...?"
"I wouldn't be at all surprised, Doug. What with that 'time-out' line of crap Sylvia was laying on me the other day. I tell you, if she comes back pregnant, that's it, as far as I'm concerned. If I get the slightest hint of proof that she's stepped out of line on me, then that's it!"
"How will you be able to tell. All the proof we're going to get around here is that they are on a boat with those guys."
"Well, Sylvia claims there are other people around as well. So I should imagine, besides those two tossers, they'll be a couple of those ever-watchful security guys as well. And you know yourself, that barring Adona, who appears to be an expert at deception, these folks can't lie for nuts. All we've got to do is, watch which two security guys follow them back and straight-out ask the buggers."
"Might work, I'm with you all the way George. I'm not standing for..."
"Yeah, I know Doug, I know!"
----
About half an hour later, Doug, who had been staring out of the window – I think studying all the security guys in the hope he'd be able to recognise which had been missing while Rose and Sylivia had been away, when they returned – said, "Something's up, that's for bloody sure!"
I went over to join him and noted that all the security guys were looking... well, smartly alert, and they were all standing to attention.
Then a vehicle glided into sight.
Something like one of those stretched golf trolleys that seated about six or eight people, but without any wheels; it hovered just clear of the ground. Sitting in the front of it, were Chaise and one of the girls in red, who'd been at dinner the evening before, and two of those ubiquitous yellow shirts sitting right at the back.
"The first time we've seen anything like that," Doug commented, "I didn't think they used mechanised transport inside the city, only those moving walkways and escalators."
"We've only seen this one small dome, Doug. That golf cart has come from the direction of the big one. That thing's at least a mile across; too far to walk. When it comes down to it mate, we've only seen what they've wanted us to see."
"I'll give you that, but I wonder what do these two want?"
-----
Chaise walked straight up to me wrapped her arms around me and gave me a hug. Looking over at Doug I noted that the girl in red had done the same to him. Mind the two girls had been... well maybe they'd showed a little too much familiarity – of the touchy feely kind – the evening before. I know that Sylvia had been narked about that, and I had to suppose that Rose must have been as well. But then again, it was no more or less overt, than the blatant familiarity our wives had been showing towards those...
"What brings you here today, Chaise?" I asked guardedly. I was definitely suspicious of the two women's unexpected arrival.
I'm not sure what Doug said to the other girl, but it was pretty obvious that both of them were taken aback by the coldness in our voices.
"Oh dear, am I being too forward by embracing you... I didn't mean... I'm sorry George; it's our way. Please accept my apology if I've done anything to upset you?"
"You haven't exactly, Chaise, but everyone else around here has. We want out of here today... Doug and myself want your people to send us back to our own time now... today."
"Oh dear, what on earth has happened?"
"We suspect that you know already, young lady," Doug interjected, "Our wives have disappeared off somewhere with a couple of Adona's Neanderthals. That's why you're here isn't it, to keep us occupied while they... they fornicate somewhere. And to say that we're pissed-off about the situation, is putting it mildly."
Chaise's eyes had grown as large as saucers.
"Oh, dear. That wasn't supposed to happen yet, I'm sure."
"What do you mean, yet?" I demanded.
"Well I... Oh dear, none of this is going as it should have... I think someone has... well, there has been a major foul-up somewhere. I can't tell you exactly what was supposed to happen because I don't really know. All I can tell you is that I was detailed to accompany and chaperone Ciera when she came to... be introduced to you. I thought that Adona's people..." she stopped speaking.
"Adona's people what, Chaise?" I demanded.
Although mind my mind was even more confused than it had been. Chaise had used the word 'Chaperone'.
"I don't know for sure, George. And I can't tell you what I think is supposed to happen either. Oh my, am I going to get into trouble for telling you anything?"
Somewhat oddly -- when I thought about it – it sounded like Chaise was actually asking me, if she was going to get into trouble. As if I would know. Although there was the possibility that she was asking herself.
"Chaise, you've told us sweet FA really, just confused us even more." Doug chimed in, then he demanded, "What about you, can you tell us what the sodding-'ell is really going on around here?" of the girl dressed in red.
With eyes looking even bigger the Chaise's had done, the young woman just stood there --- visibly -- trembling and shaking her head.
"She has less idea of Simul's wishes than I have, Douglas. Simul arrived in the city a little while ago and has requested that both of you attend an audience immediately. That is why we are here this morning and for no other reason I can assure you."
"Simul!" Douglas echoed.
Both, Doug and I knew that name. Adona had only mentioned it a couple of times. Simul was the name of the deity, or single world ruler, that Adona had told us about. We'd surmised that the name had a religious significance of some sort, and because of that fact it was rarely mentioned in public, or folks appeared to avoid using it anyway.
"We'd better get going. Simul doesn't like to be kept waiting," Chaise went on, "And please, George, don't say that I told you anything, I beg of you?"
"Chaise, you have told us nothing anyway. Just confirmed that all wasn't as we were supposed to believe it was. Lead the way, girl, let's see what the almighty Simul has to say for himself?" Doug told her.
Chaise nervously slipped her arm in mine, and then led the way out to the little golf-trolley thing. She and I climbed into the front two seats, Doug and the other girl into the two behind. The two guys at the rear sat there like a pair of dummies.
"The palace!" Chaise commanded, then the golf trolley gentle accelerated away, eventually getting up to considerable speed.
I have no idea how it was achieved, but there was a clear pathway though the quite large numbers of people who were milling about within the dome -- doing what they usually did, I suppose -- for the craft to follow. Mind you, those people in yellow outfits kept catching my eye.
The craft swept into a short tunnel, then out into the large dome. There was no mistaking it; it was so much larger than any of the others we'd been in the day before.
I'll hazard a guess here, but say that there was a predominance of people dressed in various shades of red. With just the odd character dressed in purple. All watched us as we passed and some of them even bowed or nodded their heads.
I glanced at Chaise and was surprised to see that she had... well, a slightly embarrassed expression on her face. Not what one would expect of someone who was used to having their presence acknowledged, or honoured as they passed.
As we got nearer to the centre of the dome, the few buildings that there were dotted around between the rolling lawns and piazzas very suddenly came to an end. Then we passed through a great park -- or garden -- dotted with trees, very few of which we'd seen in the other domes. The park area was also devoid of people. Well almost, there was the odd yellow shirt to be spied here and there.
Eventually the craft slowed and stopped in a cobbled courtyard before the entrance to a large -- and not very impressive – structure, that had without doubt been modelled on the 'International Style' of the nineteen-thirties.
Chaise got out and I followed, as obviously did Doug and the young woman in red. I'm afraid my mind was too busy studying our surroundings. And trying to figure out why it was called a palace, in looked more like one of the older office blocks, or blocks of flats, that can be found scattered around London. Jesus, the entrance was even reminiscent of my old school that had been built during the thirties.
Ciera came hurrying down the few steps to meet us, but as she did so, Chaise broke down in tears. There was no doubt in my mind that Ceira was intending to greet me as Chaise had done back at our accommodation. But when she saw Chaise was crying, Ciera quite niftily diverted to hug and kiss her.
But while she did so, Ciera was staring into my eyes, almost demanding to know what I'd done to make her friend cry. Actually I'd say it that was a look of disappointment.
"Don't look at me like that, girl. I didn't start any of this," I retorted.
"Sorry, I know it's... anyway Simul is impatient to meet you. Follow me please," Ciera said and then taking Chaise by the arm she led the way inside the building.
Somewhat surprisingly there were no yellow shirts around. A couple of people dressed in purple bowed heads very formally to Ciera as we passed them and climbed a wide staircase to a higher level. Then Ciera, stopping before a pair of large wooden doors, said, "Please go in, George. Simul is waiting for you."
As I stepped towards them, the doors opened of their own accord. I heard Ciera telling Doug not to follow me, as the doors gently closed again.
The room was a large hall; I'm sure designed to be impressive by it's size, rather than its décor. Actually it was very plain by our standards; reminiscent of the main assembly hall in my old school, once again.
At the far end, seated on a... well, large chair, -- I'm sure intended to be a throne, but not ornate in anyway. -- that itself sat upon a raised dais, was a person dressed in the same vivid shade of purple toga that Ciera wore. And who commanded, "Come closer please, George?" in a female voice.
When I had closed the gap between us, I saw that she looked to be about thirty-years-old, but I instantly got the impression that she was far older than she appeared to be.
Actually I'd seen few people who appeared to look any older than forty, all the time we'd been in the city.
"Good afternoon, your highness," was the only greeting that I could think of.
"Oh, please don't be so formal, George. You know as well as we do, that we're just another ordinary person like yourself, Douglas, Sylvia or Rose."
"Who rules the World!" I found myself reminding her. But I was thinking "And it doesn't appear to have stopped you using the Royal 'we' though, does it Simul?"
I thought it prudent not to voice that thought, though.
"Just because somebody has to, George. Not because we wish too. That is the first prerequisite of a Simul actually; not to want the chore."
"I don't understand, your highness."
"No, you're a man, I didn't suppose you would understand, unless you knew our history. You will call me Kay in my presence please, George. But always refer to me as Simul to others; no gender reference mind. Now come, we'll try to explain," she said, rising from her seat and taking hold of my arm, much as Chaise had done earlier.
Then Kay led me through a doorway into, what I assume, were her private quarters. Decked out as they were in the same decor as our temporary accommodation had been. There was nothing spectacular about them at all.



"George, a long time ago, our society decided that if any one individual wanted to rule the earth, then they are the last person in the world that should be allowed or trusted to do so. Power corrupts, and absolute power corrupts absolutely."
"I've heard that quote before, or something very similar, anyway," I commented.
"Yes, it's an old saying and one our society has been constructed around. Each Simul chooses her successor, always female, and one who doesn't want the job in the first place."
"You're kidding me. Surely someone has claimed they didn't want it, when they really did?"
"Some people have tried to fool the system, of course. But up until now, none have succeeded. It's very doubtful that anyone ever will, we have checks and balances in place that few of our inhabitants will ever understand.
"We've even had a few males try to pretend that they are female so they might be eligible. Unfortunately for them, our reproductive system makes that deception virtually impossible before they even start. Ah, that's raised your curiosity hasn't it? All that will be explained to you later. In a way that is why you're here, we believe.
"Sorry, we're confusing you George, aren't we? Yes well, we always knew that this was going to be difficult.
"George, you are going to ask why we brought you here. The answer is, that we don't exactly know. History tells us you came here, stayed for some days and then went back to your own time; but we don't really know the reason why you came."
There was something distinctly odd about the way Simul spoke. Besides realising that there was, I couldn't put my finger on why it struck me as so strange at the time. While what she actually said to me sounded so casual and relaxed, every so often she left distinct pauses between her sentences. Kinda like she was... I don't know, maybe calculating and discussing with herself, what she was going to say next. Her speech came out sounding rather unnatural and disjointed anyway.
"Well, we do know why you have been brought here, and we don't know at the same time. Perhaps you will know when it's time for you to return. Please make it clear to Thomas, if you do?"
"Thomas, who's he?"
There was a distinct delay before Simul replied, as if she was in two minds whether to tell me who the Thomas she had just mentioned was. I thought, she even regretted mentioning him; but eventually she decided to half tell me. Well, I thought she did.
"Oh yes. We're confusing you again, aren't we? I'm sorry this is very difficult for us. Thomas is part of your own future and our history. Much like Professor Pemberton is."
"Pemberton, Adona mentioned him."
"Her, George. Jean Pemberton is your great granddaughter; or will be one day. Oh my, I wonder if we should have told you that yet. Perhaps you could clarify that with Thomas as well?"
"Look, you are confusing me more than a little, Simul. But am I right in assuming that, if Jean Pemberton is going to be my great granddaughter, then Thomas is a what... grandson or great grandson?"
"Well we're not exactly sure, but we believe that you're on the right lines. This is very awkward for us, George, there are some questions that we know that we should not tell you the answers too; not yet. And some we do not know the answers to because... Well you didn't tell Thomas. But in time... your time, the answers to those questions will become obvious to you, I'm sure.
"What we are able to tell you is all in Thomas's records of your visit here, and we have been in possession of those records for many centuries. Indeed it is they that must guide our actions while you are here... how much we may tell you, and when."
"Yeah, stands to reason. I guess somewhere, that history guy who was kicking around with Adona, he's got to have a book or diary that Thomas wrote hundreds of years ago, and you people are trying to make what happened in the diary actually happen. Am I right?
"You've got the basic idea, George. But you, Ciera, Chaise and your offspring have been the basis of myth and legend for many hundreds of years."
"Ciera and Chaise?"
"Yes, they both go back with you, and bear you five children between them."
"Both of them?"
"Yes! Oh, of course, monogamy is the norm in your time isn't it? Well, you must live outside the norm, I assume. Between them they bear you five children; according to Thomas's account anyway."
"And Sylvia?"
"She stays here, and as does Rose. Myra, the young woman who was with Chaise this morning, goes back to your time with your friend Douglas. They have three children we believe. Thomas was more than a little vague about certain facts, purposely vague we believe."
"Oh my, but we can't just dump Sylvia and Rose here, and take three strangers back to the twentieth century with us. They're our wives. I love Sylvia."
"You don't dump Sylvia! Sylvia effectively abandons you, or so we believe, and..."
Simul suddenly stopped herself mid sentence, and then remained silent for a considerable period of time. I got the distinct impression she was debating with herself again. Then she nodded her head and went on. "No, I afraid that it's too early, we shouldn't be telling you this, yet. History must run as it has already run. We must be careful what information we do give you, but we are afraid that Adona's impatience and attempts to hurry things along, might have..." another untimely interruption, "But of course it can't have done, can it. Well, we think, not yet, anyway."
"You are confusing me again, Kay."
"George, you can never understand how difficult this is for us to do. We're charged with ensuring that history goes as it should, or did. And that isn't easy when you are dealing with the emotions of others that you little understand to start with. Many years ago our society developed along a different path to yours. We live with the consequences of that change of direction. Now. our duty is to ensure that life goes on as it has been.
"There is much I can't tell you yet, but I'm sure that Ciera and Chaise will, after you have returned to your own time. They do not know that they both fall in love with you; or you with them for that matter. A Simul long before us, had some careful alterations made to the history as taught to our children, to ensure that the girls would not recognise themselves, when the time came.
"Adona in his exuberance, has tried to... well rush things and pushed you all together far too early we believe. I'm just praying that he hasn't messed things up completely.
"You see, my problem is, George, that we cannot know if Adona has broken the cycle until you do return back to your own time. And if he has, effectively, he has already done it. So far everything's fine because you are here. But Douglas and your demand to be returned back you own time at this instant does not fit with Thomas's recorded scenario, and that's why I've stepped in. Do you understand?"
"No, you've lost me completely, Kay."
"I feared that you wouldn't. Let us put it this way, no matter what does happen in the next few days, at this moment, you are going to return to your own time with Ciera and Chaise in about seven or ten days time. You have to, because you already have; we have Thomas's written account of the fact as proof.
"Our problem is, Thomas did not go into enough detail. He just says that you were returned to your own time after spending about seven or ten days here. He's a little vague on that point; it could be much longer. But he clearly states that you had Ciera and Chaise with you. He also implies that you were somewhat chastised by some of the populace in your own time for cohabiting with the two women for the rest of your life."
"Ah, I see, what you are saying is, that if it's Sylvia who goes back with me, then, most likely, Thomas wouldn't have been born and therefore he would not have been able to record it, and therefore you wouldn't be able to tell me that it happened."
"You're there, George. You and Douglas are going to leave Sylvia and Rose here. Of course it will be their own decision to stay, of that fact I can assure you. Thomas is adamant about it. As things stand at present, you and Douglas are going to take three women from our time back with you to yours. It has to be, because it has already happened. If you didn't, then you would not be able to be here with me in the first place. Possibly there would not be a here and now, anyway."
"Oh my god, what a responsibility."
"My responsibility, George, not yours. Now, if you would, I'll ask you not to stop Sylvia from... I know that you love her, but let her go, please? And spend some time getting to know Ciera and Chaise. Apparently they both fall in love with you very quickly, why else would they choose to return to your time with you, if they didn't. They have everything they need or could possibly want here, except for you. By the time you leave, you must surely be taken with them as well, or why would you ask them to go with you? And you will. You know that now, don't you?"
Well, I hope I understand you, Simul..."
"Kay!"
"Right, Kay, but it sounds a little too familiar for me to call you that."
"My people think that I'm the chosen one, George. You know otherwise. You know that I'm just another person who is charged with keeping this society going."
"Simul. From what you've told me, you are the chosen one. Your predecessor chose you, very carefully I'm sure. And I'm also sure that you will take just as much care over choosing your own successor. And I really don't envy you your job, woman. Why a female anyway, you implied that men weren't eligible?"
"You saw the world as it is now, George. Were not males the..."
"Kay, say no more. There never has been anything more stupid on this planet than an egotistical male who's full of his own importance and thinks he knows it all. There's not a war that I can recall that wasn't started by a power hungry male."
"There were some in your history, George, you can be sure of that. But we weed that kind of mentality out very early here, and they don't become eligible to become a Simul."
"I won't ask how."
"Thank you, George," she said, smiling at me.
I found myself smiling back at the woman. I'm not sure why, perhaps I'd begun to understand her, and maybe even the society she ruled over.
"But George, even if you don't realise it, you are in control here; you and Douglas. As we understand our history, your wives... well they find they enjoy our lifestyle here, more than the one back in your own time. I know this is awkward seeing that it hasn't happened yet."
"Simul, I think I understand all that side of things.
"Oh, right then. Well, it's up to you and Douglas, and whether you allow your spouses... is that the right word?"
"It is!"
"Yes well, if you let them... well, do what they would like to do in the next few days..."
"Give them enough rope to hang themselves!"
"You're confusing me now, George."
"Sorry, just a saying from my own time. Roughly it means to allow someone enough latitude of action that eventually in testing how far you are willing to let them go... Well, eventually they will go so far that even they realise that they can't go back."
"I think I understand you, you are saying that Sylvia will know that she's... well done something that your marriage rules will not allow..."
"No, not exactly Kay, I think Sylvia thinks that because she's not in our own time, she can ignore her marriage vows completely. No, I believe that eventually she's going to realise that I will not forgive her those transgressions and then Sylvia will decide to take the easiest way out she can find."
"And that would be to stay here, with us."
"You got it, sister!"
"You won't be happy about that."
"Kay, I haven't been happy about any of this. I haven't been since about ten minutes after Adona arrived at the sphere. But as you tell me all of this has already happened, then there is sod-all I can do about it, is there? I wonder if this an example of a true chronoclasm?"
"I have no idea, George. But it could be that you being here is a paradox. You are in our present, yet you are part of our past at the same time. What you do now, you already have done, many years ago. All you have to do now, is persuade your friend Douglas to do what I hope you believe is the right thing."
"No, Kay. I don't think I have too. Douglas doesn't know he's got a choice, and I prefer not to give him one. Well, not to ask him to make one, anyway. He's angry that Rose is doing what he construes as showing him disrespect. He is angrier than I was really; they've only been married for four years. Rose has just about used up all the rope she needs to, if you understand me. We just have to make sure that... Myra did you say?" Simul nodded, "Well that she's close-by when he needs comforting. The rest we leave up to nature."
"And you and Ciera and Chaise?"
"You assure me, that they have no idea that they are the two women I'm supposed to take back with me."
"Totally George. They all know that Sylvia and Rose are supposed to stay here. But very few people are aware that anyone goes back with you and Douglas; not even Adona is sure of that. A predecessor of mine made sure that information was removed from the public history records. Your importance to everyone here, is that you are the great grandfather of Jean Pemberton."
"And her importance to your people, in the here and now?"
"We don't know George. Thomas didn't tell us. All he says is that sometime in your year 2058, she spends about a year here with us, and that she is returned to her own time at the same instant she left it. As you will have been, of course!
"Why a year, and what she does here during that time we have no idea, because Thomas did not tell us in his record. We assume he did that for a reason. There are many things in Thomas's record of events that we do not fully understand yet.
"For instance, he insists that you and Douglas in particular must never discover the date here now. Our historians believe that is because your arrival here might have been... well, looked on as a sort of coming of a saviour or something."
"A saviour from what?"
"Ah, now George, we don't know. You're from the time when people believed in that kind of thing."
"Yeah I think I get the idea. Thomas had worked it out, that your people would have been looking forward for centuries to a non-event."
"It's most likely that you would have told him that, George. The development of time-shift has gone on at a pace for centuries, our scientists knew they had a goal, but they did not have a deadline. Actually some of them thought it impossible. Others think it... well dangerous, and I'm sure that after Jean has visited, the technology will be destroyed."
"Destroyed!" I gasped, in surprise.
"Yes, naturally, the time shift was developed solely to bring you and Jean here. There will be no reason to continue with development or the research after that goal has been achieved. There are no other... anomalies that point to further visits here of people from the past in our history records. Besides, our facilities are needed elsewhere, there is still a lot more decontamination to be done."
"You could visit your own future."
"George, are you happy with the knowledge that several hundred years after your lifetime, almost the entire land surface of the planet is rendered contaminated desert wasteland by your descendants. Thousands of years have passed, and in spite of all of our efforts, still a good third of the planet's land surface is uninhabitable. We are working hard and eventually we might win and be able to return all the world to nature, but it's a long hard battle.
"Now, I hope and trust that you and Douglas will do as our history dictates; we are in your hands. But you should get back to him now, I believe he surely must be getting a little fractious. If you wish to speak with me again, just tell Ciera and she will arrange a meeting."
Taking me by surprise, Simul leant close and kissed me on the cheek. I gathered that I was being dismissed, so summoned up my best formal manners. Well, what I thought was good etiquette anyway.
Standing, I turned to face Simul, reached for and gently took hold of her right hand; raising it slightly, I kissed the back of it.
"My, George, I do believe."
"Such niceties are old fashioned and almost obsolete even in my time, Simul. But they do have a little something, don't they?"
"My, my, are Ciera and Chaise going to meet their match in you."
"Milady, 'tis what you requested, I believe?"
"Thank you, George. Until we meet again."
-----
Back out in the first floor foyer, I found Douglas sitting between Myra and another woman looking somewhat nervous.
Leaving the two females he rushed over to me.
I guided him down the stairs, out of the building and onto the parkland while we talked. Signalling Myra and the other girl, and Ciera and Chaise -- who I believe had been waiting on the lower floor for us – to stay out of earshot.
"What was he like?" was the first question out of Doug's mouth.
"He, is a she, Douglas!"
"You jest,"
"Nope, the whole damned world is governed by one woman. Well, she makes all the major decisions I gather. But unfortunately it looks like the likes of Adona appear to stick their noses in further down the line."
"Well, is she going to send us back to our own time now?"
"No, Douglas, she can't. Not yet anyway."
"Why not, George? You know what is going to happen to our marriages if she doesn't."
"Douglas, have you any idea what a chronoclasm is?"
"A chrono-what?"
"It's a kind-of paradox, Doug. In our case a paradox that's hooked up with time travel, or time displacement anyway."
"So?"
"Well we're living one of the ruddy things. We're slap bang in the middle of it and there's sweet FA that we can do to change what happens. Or maybe I should say, that we should not try to, because we have no idea what would be the outcome, if we did."
"I'm not with you, George. Where're you going with this?"
I went on to explain to Douglas that -- whether we liked it or not -- what was gong to happen in the next few days, had already happened, and that that was the paradox. Eventually he sort-of understood; I think.
Mind you, I still wasn't convinced that I fully understood myself, but I wasn't prepared -- or maybe brave enough -- to try to change what Simul had told me had... would happen.
Then I tried to explain to him, that... well, if our wives did forget their vows and overstep the line then they had already done so, many millennia ago; so there was little point in Douglas or I getting all out of shape over it.
Yeah, I know; it still doesn't sound convincing to my mind, either.
Doug had a little more difficulty swallowing that pill. You know, I think he thought that I was asking him to ignore Rose's behaviour in the beginning. But when I reminded him that infidelity was a game everyone could play and told him that forgiveness did not necessarily have to be part of the equation, his expression changed.
"Are you trying to tell me...?" He began to ask.
"Douglas, I am not trying to suggest anything to you. I'm just saying that Jewish law says an 'eye for an eye' doesn't it? You do as your conscience sees fit. I'm pretty sure that is what I'll be doing!"
"You know that our wives are definitely going to betray us don't you?" Doug finally asked.
"No, I do not know what they do in that respect, Douglas. But I do know that we have to let their actions dictate what we do over the next few days. And now, I'm thinking that the concert, or recital, or whatever it's suppose to be, that our minders told us about last night, might be a good place for us to spend this evening. With some pleasant company to boot, of course.



Douglas pulled a long face and reminded me... well, we'd played with the entertainment centre, radio or whatever it was back out our digs, and let's say, these people's idea of good music, wasn't ours. But then again, I'd never been partial to much in the way of most classical music back in our own time. I figured I'd be able to sit through a couple of hours of their... no, lets leave that there, shall we.
Of course Doug and I talked (and walked) for far longer than that, once again I'm just touching the surface here to give you the gist of how our conversation went.
Having strolled in a large circle in the park, the two of us finally returned to forecourt where Ciera, Chaise, Myra and the other young woman were waiting for us. I was still hungry for information and had decided that I was most likely to wangle it out of Chaise than anyone else.
"Chaise!" I called out as we approached, "I was very short with you earlier, I need to apologise to you and make recompense. We were told that there's a recital this evening, would you please do me the honour of accompanying us to it?"
I must admit that Chaise looked somewhat taken aback by the invitation, and Ciera... well we've all seen a female who's had her nose put out of joint; God did she look jealous!
"Oh, you're welcome as well, Ciera," I added, hoping that she would not accept the invitation.
Feeling spurned I suppose -- as some females are want to – Ciera declined my invitation, explaining that she had a previous engagement for the evening. The expression on Chaise's face informed me that my prospective suitor had just told me a little fib.
"Oh, Myra, what about you? Douglas was a little short with you today. How's your calendar for this evening?"
I'm not sure who was most surprised at that request, Myra or Douglas. Whatever, after a moment's hesitation, Myra said that she would be delighted to come along.
Douglas and I travelled back to our digs alone. Well except for the two yellow dummies seated in the rear of the golf cart do-what's-it. But they were far enough away not to hear us if we kept our voices down.
"Jesus, what are the girls going to say about those two tagging along with us this evening?"
"If by girls, you're talking about Sylvia and Rose, Douglas? I very much fear that they will not be coming with us this evening. I suspect they will come home and inform us they have alternative plans; which might or might not include you and I. But we need to find out who's in the driving seat here. Lay it on the line and discover whether they will choose to come with us to the recital, or go off with whoever has invited them elsewhere. We need to see how far they intend to push their luck."
"But if they..."
"Yes, and then we will inform them that two can play at that game. But first we... I intend to inform Sylvia that she has definitely over-stepped the mark for what I consider reasonable behaviour for a married woman. Or one who thinks she's going to remain my wife, anyway!
"Christ, things were bad enough last night, them disappearing off with those wankers all-day without a word. No mate, no woman is going to walk all over my pride like that, and remain my wife."
Douglas did not reply, he went very quiet and stared down at his hands for the rest of the journey.
Me, I found myself politely nodding to numerous people dressed in purple for most of the rest of the journey.
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Tempus Frangit


By Denham Forrest, writing as Misnomer Jones


Tempus Frangit, Capitulus IV


Sylvia and Rose bounced into the bungalow – or whatever you like to call it – just after five o'clock, as if they had not a care in the world. The two grinning Neanderthals they called 'Win' and 'Mol' followed them.
Two guys Douglas and I took to referring to -- between ourselves -- as 'arsehole' and 'asshole'. Hey, I never would have imagined that the difference between American English and the real thing, would come in so handy.
Anyway Douglas's temper got the better of him and... well, I -- and a couple of those yellow shirted security guards -- had to separate the two of them. Me holding Douglas back as best I could, and the two yellow shirts restraining the guy the girls called Win, before bundling him outside.
The other guy, Mol or whatever his name was, bravely inserted himself between the two women and the altercation and then did... well, he did sod-all actually, but stand there with a nonplussed expression on his face, mouth agape.
I have to say that for all his size -- and apparent fitness -- the Win bloke didn't put up a very good show against Doug, even though Win did have the upper hand. Whether Win was going easy on Doug, or he just wasn't used to fisticuffs, I have no idea. Whatever Mol, followed his mate outside rather sharpish once a little decorum had been re-established.
But Douglas hadn't got his emotions completely under control and once the four of us were alone, he tore into Rose – verbally. Who matched him word for word and gave him back as good as she got. Don't ask me exactly what they said to each other because with both of them shouting at the top of their voices, I couldn't exactly hear.
No, I didn't instantly lose my own cool with Sylvia. Even though I was not enamoured with the idea, I suppose I had accepted the inevitability of was about to happen. Because I knew that -- in Simul's peoples' history at least -- it already had happened, and by that time in my life I was way past the point where I could be bothered to cry over spilt milk.
I just stood there, without speaking, glowering at Sylvia. Who at first looked a little nervous until Rose took a holier than thou stance in her argument with Doug, then Sylvia began to look a little more belligerent.
But then when the Sugget's eventually ran out of steam, Sylvia went on the attack and complained that I'd embarrassed her in front of everyone. That inevitably led to my retaliating.
"How have I embarrassed you, Sylvia? I didn't go gallivanting off with a youngster half my age without word, and leaving my spouse behind."
Okay a complete exaggeration, those guys had to have been in their mid to late twenties and Sylvia was only thirty-two; but really, I was trying to make a point.
"George, it meant nothing. Things are different here; men and women don't get married like we do back home."
"No, they don't, Sylvia! But that's no reason to forget that you are married to me. At the moment anyway, the way you're going I can't see us being married long after we get back to our own time again."
"Oh, that's silly, George. You boys are taking this all too seriously. In a few days Adona's people will transport us back home and we'll be laughing about this together."
"If you think that, Sylvia; you've got another thought coming. Now if you don't mind I'm going to take a shower, then we'd better eat. We're going to a concert tonight."
"Concert, no. The boys told us they have an ice-skating rink in one of the domes. They are taking us..."
"Sylvia. I am going to a concert, and if you have any sense left in your head, you will come with me."
"No, George, their music is rubbish, I don't like it anyway. Why don't you come ice skating with us?"
"You have to be kidding, me go along with you, with that freak sniffing round like a dog on heat? How long do you think it would be before I wiped that smirk off his face permanently? Sylvia, you might not realise how angry I am about the way you've been behaving around those wankers, but I'm damned sure he does. I'm going to the concert, either you come with me, or you don't come. Honestly, I just don't give a damn anymore."
Our evening meal with just the four of us – our two minders trying to keep out of the way, I should imagine -- was a somewhat sombre affair. You know, I don't believe any of us said more than two words during the whole meal.
But Sylvia must have been doing some thinking though, because very suddenly after the meal she started to change her position to a more conciliatory stance. I'll admit that she could only do this because I had -- I suppose some folks would say childishly -- switched into dumb mode. I refused to reply or react in any way when she spoke to me. Come-on fella's, we've nearly all had the missus play that card at least once in our lives; I wanted to see how Sylvia would react to the treatment.
Very oddly, I thought, Sylvia seemed to be under the impression that... well, when push came to shove, I'd cave and go ice-skating with her, Rose and their new friends. I can only assume that she and Rose believed Douglas would do the same. A very strange conclusion for them to come to, after Douglas's violent outburst earlier, I thought.
But then, I've never claimed to be able to understand how the female mind works. I know to have gone to the ice rink, would have effectively meant total surrender of our principles. And I was also aware that -- short of actually physically stopping her -- there was nothing I could do to prevent Sylvia from going skating with those idiots, if she chose too.

I think the fact that Doug and I chose to wear togas told the girls where we were going, the same as their choice of those leggings and short dresses informed Doug and I of their decision.
However the shock on both Sylvia and Rose's faces was plain to see when Chaise and Myra arrived in the golf trolley again to pick us up.
"Did you have the front to lecture me about going ice-skating with Mol and Win, when you were intending to cavort around with those little tarts this evening?" Sylvia demanded.
"Sylvia, I invited Chaise and Myra to come with us, you and me, to the concert tonight. It's you who decided to go gallivanting elsewhere without consulting me. Now you have a choice, the concert... or off with lover-boy. Frankly after your behaviour today, I don't give a monkey's where you go!"
There were a few moments when I'm sure that Sylvia was in two minds. But then her facial expression changed. I'd say a look of sad understanding more than anything else, came over her face. I really do believe that was the instant that Sylvia realised that she'd probably already pushed my patience too far.
"George, I'm sorry. I think I should go ice-skating with Rose, don't you?" She suddenly said.
"Sylvia, I told you, I don't give a damn what you do, from now on!"
"I'm sorry, George." she said. Then she burst into tears and ran back into the building.
"Do you wish to cancel this evening?" Chaise asked, as I climbed into the seat alongside Douglas and behind her and Myra.
"No, Chaise, it's a little too late to cancel anything. A good couple of thousand years, too late actually!"
I'm sure Douglas and Rose had had words, but to this day I do know not what transpired between them just before we left for the concert that evening. To be honest, I believe that Rose and Douglas's marriage had gone up in smoke at the same instant in time as mine really had; when our wives had chosen to do their vanishing act that morning. All that had happened afterwards, had really just been the aftermath, or dying embers.
The concert was... well horrendous. I really did wish that I could have gone ice-skating with Sylvia. Look, their musical instruments were crude, nothing like we are used to. And the screeching noise that came out of them has to be heard to be believed. And I'm not going to even mention the vocalist.
However, Douglas and I made our mark, and -- so I'm told -- started a new trend. When the torture was finally over, out of respect and good manners, Douglas and I stood-up while we joined in the applause. It was with some embarrassment that we realised that, doing so, was unusual behaviour in their society.
But because Chaise – dressed in purple as she was -- had followed our example, the people near us also stood; out of respect I believe. Well, by the time the applause faded away, everyone in the concert hall was standing. I've since been informed that is now called a 'Visitor Ovation' and has become standard procedure.
After the concert, Chaise suggested that we went to one of the many eating-places in the large dome. I won't call them restaurants because they weren't, not as we know them anyway. At no time at all did I ever see any money exchanged or even signing of chits, and no prices were ever displayed for anything. Yes, there were waiters and waitresses, but often they appeared to sit down and join the customers. And it was Myra who took our order and went of to get our food and drink. She returned with another woman carrying some of it though. I'll add that Doug and I didn't actually choose anything because we still had little understanding what anything was.
We did ask if there was any wine though, and that arrived in copious quantities. I fear, because the two girls were aware of how much of the stuff Douglas and I could put away when we chose to.
-----
"Shall we walk for a while?" I said to Chaise once we'd left the eating-house.
"As you wish," she replied. Tucking her arm in mine when I proffered it.
Douglas and Myra followed suit, but soon dropped back behind us. We were followed I might add, at a discrete distance, by the golf trolley with its two yellow shirts sitting in the rear. However, I was ignoring those guys by then. I had other things on my mind.
"Chaise, this morning you said something that confused me, I wonder if you might clarify it in my mind?"
"If I can, I'd be delighted to, George. What did I say?"
"Well you said that you were acting as Ciera's chaperone at dinner last evening."
"Yes that's right, I always chaperone for Ciera; we are close friends."
"But why would she need a chaperone, I thought free... Well, I thought you people had a lax attitude towards... fraternisation between the sexes."
"Oh we do, but some of our females... well they can't become too emotionally involved, if you understand me. Or maybe I should say, that if they do, it's important that Simul gets to hear about it."
"Why is that; is it a class thing?"
"Oh my no; there are no social classes here."
"Oh, come on, Chaise, don't try to feed me that line. What's all the different colours you people dress in all about, if it's not class distinction?"
"Service to the community, George. In your time, as I understand it; you valued wealth. Your personal wealth dictated your social standing. Here, we value service to the community. I'm a nurse, and Ciera is a schoolteacher. She's a very good and dedicated schoolteacher, and I'm a highly trained nurse. For the dedication we put into our everyday work, we are rewarded with status within the community. Possessions mean nothing here, George."
"So why then, does Simul have any interest in Ciera's... social life?"
"Well, that's a little difficult to explain. But some females are chosen to... well they are selected as possible Simuls of the future. To fulfil that position, they have to be a little different from everyone else. We do still fall in love in our time, George. And it is possible for someone to be... oh dear, what do you call it? I wish I was a schoolteacher, I'd probably know then. Beguiled, is that the word I'm looking for? Simul has a very difficult job. She must be strong and not easily influenced in her decisions, by anyone."
"Oh blimey, I see, your job as a nurse, is to psychoanalyse Ciera, on the quiet."
"She's my friend George, I couldn't psychoanalyse her... although, I suppose I do really, unintentionally; we are very close friends. Actually Ciera would prefer it, if she was not a candidate. No one looks forward to being picked as Simul, George. It's the loneliest job in the world. So much responsibility, and so demanding."
"And Adona, and all these people dressed in yellow, what are you allowed to tell me about them."
"Anything you want to know. Yellow attire denotes that you are doing whatever... at Simul's direct request, or in their name, if that makes sense. Simul doesn't give individuals orders directly. And of course they are charged with keeping the peace. There are some disagreements in our society. Some members of our society... well they play with other people's emotions. From what I witnessed earlier, that doesn't appear to be a trait exclusive to our time."
"Ah well, as I told you yesterday, we have a society based on monogamy, and in theory we mate for life, an institution we loosely term marriage. Regretfully, all too often that turns out not to be the case."
"Why loosely?"
"Well the ties that bind folks together, don't appear to be as tight as they were at one time."
"I must admit that idea sounds enchanting. One person you can become emotionally attached to and stay with... forever?"
"That's the theory, Chaise. Doesn't always workout like that though, as you saw earlier. The only way it can work, is if you are willing to forsake all others."
"Forsake?"
"Not become attached emotionally... or otherwise, to anyone else, Chaise."
"Otherwise?"
"Sex, Chaise, you mustn't..."
"Oh yes. Sexual involvement often leads to emotional involvement, and that would... Of course it has, hasn't it? With you and Sylvia.

"But tell me, George, what happens if you become emotionally involved with someone who's already... well emotionally involved with someone else?"
"Oh boy, a gentleman stays well clear of another man's wife. Mind you, not every male is a gentleman even in my time."
"No, not someone else's wife, supposing that you... what did you call it, fell in love with a female who is emotionally involved with another female."
"Sexually?"
"No, not sexually; just very close, emotionally."
"Ah, like sisters you mean, no trouble there! Well usually there isn't. Most wives have the dreaded female best friend they can chew the cud with and moan about their spouse to. Like Sylvia and Rose are best buddies, they go shopping together and everything. Providing that things stop at the emotional level and don't become... Look really it's a kind of pride thing, when a couple get married, they are supposed to give their mind, soul, and bodies to each other, and theoretically no other person must come between them physically or mentally... well I'm sure you get the idea."
"Oh," Chaise said with a disappointed tone to her voice. Then she went very quiet, for a very long time.
-----
God only knows what time Doug and I got back to our digs that night, but there was no sign of either of our wives. There was still no sign of them when Myra turned up again, after Doug and I had eaten breakfast the following morning. She and Douglas were all over each other. Embarrassingly so, actually. But then the two of them promptly vanished off somewhere together.
I didn't see either of them again for the next few days. But that was because I didn't return to our digs during that time myself.
Doug and Myra hadn't been gone very long when Adona showed up, and tried his best to... well look, the poor bugger had obviously been sent by someone to keep me company; I suspected Simul's hand, but I wasn't sure. But Adona really didn't have the people skills for that kind of thing.
Adona did look happy when he received a message on his communicator. Then – with a smile, invited me to take the same cruise on the Thames that Sylvia and Rose had taken the day before. Well, at the time I thought it was going to be the same cruise.
I could not think of a reason to refuse and immediately agreed to go. I had some fun after that, watching Adona as he jumped to it, as some unknown puppeteer's hand -- most probably Simul -- pulled his strings. He'd turn his head away from me when he spoke into his communicator trying to ensure that I didn't overhear what he was saying. No I didn't hear anyway, but basically because I wasn't bothering to try to listen.
Shortly a compact two-seater version of one of those golf trolleys arrived, and very quickly whisked the two of us out of the dome into the forest. There was no road and the craft dodged amongst the trees at breakneck speed. I'm sure one would get used to it, but I found myself trying to locate a seat belt of some sort. Adona assured me that the craft never collided with the trees or any other such similar craft.
"Oh yeah, and they said the Titanic couldn't sink, didn't they?" were the sort of thoughts passing through my mind. But I didn't voice them to Adona; he weren't the type to have understood.
Shortly the thing slowed as we came up behind a group of similar craft -- but of various sizes, some containing upwards of thirty or forty people I figured, more like golf trolley-busses – waiting in line to discharge their human cargo onto a large pleasure barge.
However our craft didn't join the rear of the queue, it picked its way amongst the trees off to one side and when it reached the riverbank, shot straight out over the water. Very disconcerting, when you weren't expecting it.
But I soon saw that there was a smaller barge lying just off the bank behind the larger. Our craft came to a standstill alongside the smaller barge so that Adona and I could literally step aboard.
The smaller vessel was without doubt a kind-of private yacht of some sort. Whereas there was no mistaking that the larger was a tourist type pleasure boat. Probably the same one that Sylvia and Rose had been on the previous day because they had said there were other people on-board. No, I don't believe that Sylvia would have lied about that. Sylvia had her faults, but she hadn't lied about anything.
I looked Adona in the eye and raised my eyebrows. He seemed to know what I was asking instinctively.
"I don't have to tell you who they are, they are waiting on the upper deck for you," he said, then promptly stepped back onto the golf trolley, which whisked him away.
Seems so silly referring to it as a golf trolley, when it had been hovering about five feet above the waters of the Thames, but what else can I call it?
I located a companionway and made my way up to the upper deck, where I found Ciera and Chaise lying on sun-loungers, dressed in very little. For some reason, my instinctive reaction was to turn away, not so that I couldn't see their almost naked bodies, more to check who was staring down at them from the much larger barge. To my surprise, the upper decks of the large barge -- that was receding quite quickly by that time -- were devoid of people.
When I turned back to the girls, they were both sitting up and looking at me with confused expressions on their faces.
"You look surprised to see me," I said.
"We, er... we had no idea you'd be on Simul's barge today as well," Chaise replied.
"I didn't know I was going to be here myself, until about ten minutes ago. Is Simul onboard?"
"Yes I am, George. May I have a moment with you alone please?" Simul's voice said from behind me, almost making me jump out of my skin,
I noted that Ciera and Chaise tried to hide the fact that they found my reaction to Simul's voice funny.
Simul pre-empted my next question. "I stay out of sight when another boat is near," she went on when I'd turned to face her, "otherwise all the partygoers feel they have to formally acknowledge my presence. Now, this way please, George?"



I followed Simul into an enclosed saloon at the rear of the boat that had darkened windows, obviously where she had been hiding away from her subjects gaze.
"From what Chaise tells me, you and Sylvia are... well."
"You are correct, Simul. History as you know it, does appear to be going as you would wish it too."
"George, I really am sorry. But, Chaise tells me that she fears there's going to be a problem. Oh, no she doesn't know what is predicted, she was just spilling out her troubles to her mentor this morning."
"Sorry?"
"Chaise is besotted with you, George. She says that you're like no one she's ever met before."
"Oh, so quickly?"
"Yes, and Chaise understands your anger and disappointment with Sylvia's behaviour, more than you think."
"That surprises me."
"I thought it might. But the reason she does understand is because... well she feels great affection for Ciera, as Ciera does for Chaise. The two women have more than an emotional bond to each other. However Chaise seems to think that that bond might be an obstacle to you forming a relationship with either of them. Mind you, she hasn't voiced those concerns to me specifically."
"Oh, so that's what she was talking about last night. Chaise was asking some probing questions, I'm afraid I was being a little dense and maybe I didn't interpret them as I should have done. Yes, there is a certain taboo and always has been about same-sex relationships in my time. Up until this moment the idea of being with a female who is... emotionally involved with another female, has never crossed my mind.
"Anyway, I know that you told me that both of them will return with me but... Well, I assumed that Ciera would be... Oh god, what would you call it? The first..."
"Ah now, George. I'd say that 'if' your relationship with both of them is going to work, then you have to understand that there can be no first or second in your mind. Sorry no, in your heart; it's your heart that your people say guides you emotionally, isn't it?"
"You are so right, Kay. But I thought, that I'd fall for Ciera first, but last night..."
"You found yourself become emotionally attached... maybe even falling in love with Chaise."
"Well yes, I believe I did."
Simul stood and said nothing for some moments, obviously thinking. Well I thought she was.
Then suddenly she said, "He'll have to know!"
"Who will?" I asked.
"You will, George," she smiled at me. "George, Ciera and Chaise are a little different to the vast majority of people. They have... well, a gift we call it. They aren't really so much emotionally involved, as mentally."
"Sorry?"
"Yes, this is going to be a hard one for you to accept, George. But we think it's the reason both of them go back with you to your time and not just one of them. Let us try to put it this way, if Ciera falls in love with you, Chaise will do so at the same time. You see they sense each others emotions and they can... well sense, or rather feel each others thoughts."
The realisation of what she was saying sprang into my mind.
"They're telepaths; they can read my mind?"
"No, George, they can't read yours or anyone else's mind. Although they can sense your emotions when you are in their presence. Your alarm, or concern that people might have been looking at them in a state of undress just now, for instance... they felt that quickly enough; as I did!
"However they can sense each other's mind much more acutely, and very often they can interpret each other's thoughts. And any other... telepath who lets them as well. Our experts believe that it is a sense that every human once had, but one that, for some reason, lies dormant in most people. In fifteen percent of people here, it's no longer dormant and from those few, prospective Simuls are selected at an early age."
"Ah, I think I'm beginning to understand. There isn't just one Simul is there?"
"No, there are ten of us at present."
"And you are all strong telepaths, and you are in communication with each other all the time."
"No stronger than Ciera, George; but we are nurtured and trained to enhance the sense by other Simuls from a young age. When you speak to me, you are effectively speaking to all of us at the same time. But not actually in words George, the other Simul's are aware of the electrical impulses in my brain, my reactions to what you do and say. Thought patterns are a little complicated to explain.
"Ciera and Chaise, when they are close to each other, are aware of each other's minds as well. When one feels alarm the other does at the same instant. She might not know why, but she senses her friend's concern."
"Intriguing!"
"And George, in Ciera and Chaise's case, when one of them feels attraction to another human, the other does as well. Those two are remarkably well matched, mentally. Mind you, they have grown up together, they shared the same brood group."
"Brood group?" I asked.
It was the first time I'd ever seen it, but for an instant, Kay looked unsure of herself. But then she recovered her apparent calm and collected demeanour, pretty quickly. Or rather she attempt to recover the situation.
"Like a group of nursery school children in your time... they have been friends since they were very young."
I somehow got the idea that that wasn't the full story, or the whole truth, and I'm sure that Simul -- all of them -- sensed that I wasn't convinced. Although, I was battling to hide those thoughts away in my mind. Kay went on to talk about their children being raised and educated in a Kibbutz or communal type environment. Explaining that there were none of our traditional two parent families as there is in our time, to bring stability to a child's life.
The thought's that crept into my mind was, that with all the virtual free love, that Adona had implied when we'd first met him. Well, that must surely lead to many -- probably unwanted -- pregnancies. Yet, I could not recall seeing one child since I'd arrived in their time. When I thought on the subject, I could not recall seeing anyone much below the age of about twenty, come to that.
I'm not sure what happened then, but I suspect the why. Our talk had not gone in the direction Simul had intended, and she had wanted to bring the interview to an end.
Very suddenly both Ciera and Chaise rushed into the saloon and -- looking confused -- asked if everything was all right.
"Everything is fine, girls," Kay replied, "George and I were just discussing the differences between his time and ours. Now why don't you take him below and find him something to wear while he enjoys the sun with you. Don't forget the sunscreen though; it wasn't as strong back in George's time. There is slightly less atmosphere to protect us now, George. That's why we spend most of our time under the shield of the domes."
"Neatly done," I thought. I figured that Kay had somehow called the girls into the saloon using her mental powers. She had known that I hadn't been convinced... or sidetracked I suppose you'd call it, by her talk of a Kibbutz type environment for the children. I figured that she sensed my thoughts and set about diverting my attention from the subject. There was something she... they, weren't telling me, and I wondered what?
However, Ciera and Chaise's arrival in the saloon, did exactly what Kay had intended it to do. Hey look, my suspicions aside, they were two very fine ladies. And still... well, they had been sunbathing hadn't they? Hey no, no more than you'd see on numerous beaches in the south of France in our time. And, on certain West Country beaches, if you know where to go.
Somewhat to my embarrassment – and I have to admit, enjoyment -- Ciera and Chaise made sure that every square inch of my skin -- that would be exposed to the suns rays -- was well protected. Mind you, luckily they used a spray applicator, or things might have become even more embarrassing for me. They giggled and smiled appreciatively when I was donning the pair of exceedingly brief briefs they referred to as sun shorts.
Back on deck, Kay, attired in just as little as Ciera and Chaise had been, was apparently sleeping on one of the sun-loungers. I say apparently, because I'm convinced that she wasn't asleep. I'm damned sure that Simul -- all of them -- were avoiding getting back into conversation with me. I can't explain it, but I felt that I was aware of her mental presence, or a mental presence anyway. And I'm sure that it wasn't Ciera and Chaise that I was sensing; I'd been with both girls together before, without experiencing the same phenomenon.
Ah, you say, but you'd been in Simul's presence before without commenting on the sensation. No I didn't, because it hadn't been so pronounced. But remember previously I'd met Simul inside the dome, I was thinking that perhaps the energy field -- or whatever it was -- from the dome, lessened the influence of the other nine Simuls; that I then knew were out there somewhere.
While Simul pretended to sleep, the two girls and I laughed, messed about and joked with each other. Thinking back, I was behaving like a teenager. And I'll admit that it felt good.
But as we talked, I noted that once I'd been told about it, the mental connection between the two of them was far greater than I could have possibly imagined.
I became acutely aware that the two women did appear to react to anything I said to either of them as one; well at the same instant anyhow. Sometimes it was just like talking to one person instead of two.
A strange phenomenon to try to explain, but imagine if you will, one brain... No that's wrong, 'one will', split between two people. I might be speaking to one of them, but either girl might answer me. Not in an organised way either, it seemed to be completely random which of them spoke, and when. And just to confuse matters even more -- and kind-a proving that they were actually two different people -- they spoke to each other as well.
Whatever, confused about them I might have been, I did find that I was really enjoying the two women's company immensely.
But then, a little later, while we were all snoozing quietly on those loungers, another -- not nice -- thought, passed through my brain.
Could Simul and her buddies, or even Ciera and Chaise be... well, controlling my mind somehow?
Now that was a hard one for me to get my head around. But once that doubt crept into my brain, my mind ran riot with it. I began to wonder if they'd taken control of Sylvia, Rose's and even Douglas's minds as well. I'm not sure how long I lay there and mulling over the idea to myself, before I sat up and found all three women looking back at me.
"You're suddenly very upset about something, George. We can all feel it!" Simul said.
I looked from her to Ciera and Chaise and they all had concerned expressions on their faces.
"Yes, Simul, a word with you in private, if I may?"
She got up and led the way back into the salon at the rear of the boat again.
"Simul, I'm wondering; how do I know that you and your... well that you're not messing with my mind somehow? You want me to take Ciera and Chaise back to my time with me. How do I know that you... Well, this instant affection that I feel for both of them. How do I know that you and your friends, haven't implanted that into my brain somehow?"
"I would have thought that was obvious, George. I can sense your emotions, not your thoughts," she smiled, "Seriously though, if we, or anyone here in this time could meddle with the internal workings of your mind, do you really believe that we would be here now? Would it not have been far simpler for us to transport you to this time, make you forget Sylvia instantly, and she forget you. Then make you believe that you are in love with Ciera and Chaise and then instantly send you back to your own time again. Had we that kind of power, we probably would have removed all memory of being here from your mind at the same time. Is that not the logical course of action for us to take, had we the powers you suggest?"
She was right of course; I hadn't thought the scenario through to its final conclusion.
"No, George, we can only sense your emotions. As, by the way, can Ciera and Chaise, more strongly once you began to open your mind to them. They both have the same gift that I have, Ciera much stronger than Chaise, as I told you. But once a bond begins to form between the three of you, you might find that you begin to sense their emotions as well. You appear very... comfortable in their company."
"I am. Too comfortable really, and that's the problem. I was lying there wondering how it was going to work... you know, what you've been suggesting doesn't... Well two's company, three's a crowd where I come from."
"I have no idea, George. We might not have the institution of marriage, but it is usual for people here, to pair off together; for a while at least. Some I assume, stay together for years, maybe the rest of their lives. It's not something that falls within our remit to enquire about at present. However, I'm sure that you three will sort it out somehow. Surely Thomas would have informed us if there'd been any problem in that respect.
"Anyway you can find out in the next few days. Shortly we will be arriving at my private accommodation. You, Ciera and Chaise can stay there together for a few days and see how things work out. Oh, and George.... It's situated inside a small protection dome of it's own. I will not be able to feel your emotions through it, but the two girls will be inside with you."
"And Ciera and Chaise's emotions; will you be able to sense theirs?"
"Ciera's yes, Chaise quite definitely not. Her senses aren't as strong as Ciera's."
You know, I found that I could feel the two women's curiosity about what Simul and I had been discussing when we went back out on deck. What's more, I do believe that Simul somehow knew I could sense it, as well. She was smiling at their unasked questions when I looked her way.
Eventually a dome appeared amongst the trees at the side of the great lake the Thames had become, and the barge -- it might have been Simul's private yacht, but these folks weren't into styling, it looked like a barge to me – stopped by a wooden landing stage that protruded from it, out over the water. At the end of the little jetty stood a very familiar looking door, magically attached to the dome itself.
I was quite surprised when I heard Simul explaining to Ciera and Chaise that they were going to be staying in the dome for a few days, alone and with me. There was no doubt in my mind that neither woman had been aware of Simul's plans.
The villa. I'll call it the villa, because in essence that was what it was, a copy of a Roman Villa. Albeit single storey, but complete with pseudo-Roman mosaics on the floors, and murals on the walls. To be honest, it kind-a felt a bit like I'd gone back in time a couple of thousand years, instead of forward. Mind you, there were showers and running hot and cold water. Everything you need, but dressed up as if it was of Roman origin. Even a sweat room and a plunge pool -- all right, more reminiscent of a Swedish sauna and a cold plunge pool – tucked away inside the villa. Outside, there was a massive patio, with a large swimming pool sunk into it. Mind you, the pool was only about four feet or so deep. Just deep enough to swim and mess around in anyway; but only a fool would dive into the bugger. Then there were extensive gardens, mainly lawn but with a few trees and shrubs dotted around; sort-of reminiscent of the great park Simul's Palace sat in.
One thing that there wasn't, were any other living souls. Neither were there any entertainment systems; that I could discern anyway. It was obvious to me, that for the next few days... the three of us were going to have to get to know each other very well, or be bored out of our tiny little minds.
Not that I got the chance to be bored anyway. If we weren't swimming in, or lazing by the pool, we were talking. Er, maybe I should rephrase that, 'I was talking', and both girls seemed to have an insatiable appetite for information about the twentieth century. I'll admit that I spouted off like a historian, but often I was scraping the bottom of the barrel as far as my knowledge went. Luckily they appeared quite happy that I included details of the inner workings of an internal combustion engine and recent F1 champion drivers in my definition of history.
Sleeping arrangements were remarkably informal. The three of us slept together on a very large bed-come-sofa thing in the main living room. There were smaller versions of the same thing in several of the other rooms, which I supposed that anyone could have used, had they wanted privacy. I never thought of using any of them though, and the two girls didn't suggest it either.
I can't put my finger on when it actually happened. Sometime during those few days I found both girls were... well, snuggling up real close when we all sat together on the sofa thing and talked. You know, I can't even tell you which one I kissed first. But very soon there was a lot of kissing going on, and when I hugged and kissed one... well, it was only fair that I hugged and kissed the other.
Then I became aware that their questions about the twentieth century had changed. Well, the questions had not exactly changed, it was their comments as I spoke.
Little asides like, "You will be able to show us when we get there!" and, "Do you think we will be able to learn how to do that?"
No, I can't say which of them made that kind of comment first. But I can tell you that Ciera was first to ask me if I would be able to teach them to swim in the sea and how to surf.
I must admit that I'd accepted the inevitable by that time, and was more worried about teaching them how to cook. The only food I'd seen since it'd arrived there was the fresh fruit. Our daily supplies were delivered early every morning by a couple of guys in a craft like the one Adona and his people had used on the first day.
You know we might have been at Simul's house for four days, or it could have been five or six or even more. I have no real recollection of the individual days. All I did recall was I was still learning very little about the two girls or their lives. Yeah, I learnt that Ciera was a schoolteacher and that she specialised in teaching mathematics at a level way above my understanding. Chaise had told me she was a nurse, but I was instantly out of my depth when she started talking about her work as well, except that I got impression that she was a paediatric nurse. Neither girl said anything about their own families; overtly diverting the subject of our conversation, whenever I tried to lead it in that direction.
Very often they used the word 'later' though; so I got the impression that they were withholding that information until a later date. But at the time, I could not understand why.
It might have five, six or even seven days later, when – directly after the craft that brought our food everyday arrived -- I noticed that there was another craft hovering out over the water, waiting to dock at the jetty. Out of it stepped a very happy looking Douglas with an equally grinning Myra in tow; actually not so much in-tow, more plastered all over him.
I still don't know what Douglas has got. But in his mid thirties he'd captured the barely twenty-year-old Rose. Now, nearly five years later it was apparent that he'd done the same thing with the twenty-two year old Myra. Oh, both Ciera and Chaise were twenty-eight at that time, by the way. That piece of information I had managed to wangle out of them.
"You ready to go home, mate?" were Doug's first words.



I'm not sure what expression I had on my face, I'll admit that I hadn't even thought about going back to our own time. I'd been... well, my mind had been otherwise occupied hadn't it?
Doug went on to explain that he'd been talking to Simul and she appeared to be happy to send us back whenever we wished to go. And he had been somewhat surprised when she'd said that it was perfectly all right for Myra to accompany him back to our time; Doug and Myra had been worried that she would not be allowed to return with us.
Apparently, he'd met with both Sylvia and Rose and they'd informed him that they had Simul's permission to stay behind.
"I don't know what's come-over those two mate, they're behaving like a couple of kids who've been let loose in a sweet-shop. Jesus, I was pissed-off as hell. But Myra here... well she's something special."
"Rebound, Douglas?" I suggested.
"Could be, George, but I don't think so. Yeah, she's taken my mind off of Rose. But Rose and I were really over the moment she started playing up to those..."
"To be honest with you, Doug, I felt the same way. It was just that I had trouble admitting to myself that Sylvia could..."
"Yeah, yeah, been there. But our wives got the wrong idea about what was happening. You know, I think they thought that this really was all a dream. By the time they realised that it wasn't, it was too late."
"Anyway are you going to take...?"
"Both of us!" Chaise interjected from the swimming pool, before Douglas completed his question.
Doug looked at me again, and I smiled back at him.
"Oh my God, you don't go by halves do you, mate! How's that going to pan out?"
"I have no idea, Douglas. But, so far, so good!"
I had no intention of telling Douglas that all that was happening had been prophesied. I'm sure he'd have been right-narked that I hadn't let him in on the secret.
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Tempus Frangit
By Denham Forrest, writing as Misnomer Jones
Tempus Frangit, Capitulus V
The craft that had brought Douglas and Myra to Simul's residence hung around until we were ready to leave, and then took the five of us directly back down west.
As it came in to land near the cottages, we were surprised to find that there were many other such craft parked in the vicinity. And a very dense ring of yellow shirts were dotted around the nearby hilltops.
I spotted Kay the moment we stepped out of the craft, and what's more, she had several ladies with her who I instantly suspected were some of the other Simuls, from elsewhere on the planet. They all wore the same distinctive purple attire anyway, and everyone treated them with extreme reverence.
Kay removed herself from her little clique and came over to greet us, or more specifically the three women. And very affectionately I might add; much hugging went on between them. Then she turned to Douglas and I and wished us all the best; or words to that effect anyway. Douglas and I didn't discuss it, but we both took her words as a dismissal, maybe even a "Well, get on with it!"
So we headed off towards the door in the dome. But we hadn't gone five yards when Douglas suddenly stopped. Obviously he'd been doing a little more thinking than I had.
"George there's something we haven't thought of... paperwork."
"Not with you, Doug?" I replied.
"The girls, George; they are going to be nonentities in our time. No passports, birth certificates or anything. When they find out about them, the bloody immigration people are going to give us a real hard time."
"Shit!" I said out loud. Then I went back to Kay and began to explain our worries to her.
She just smiled at me, "Do not worry, George, all that will be taken care of!"
I have no idea of what expression I had on my face, I should imagine, confusion.
"Remember Thomas, George. Now, don't worry about anything my friend; I'm sure, all will become clear to you once you are back in your own time."
The five of us entered the dome and retreated as far as the front garden of my cottage while a couple of Adona's guys removed the door; not as spectacular an operation as the installation of the thing had been, that's for sure.
Then, so suddenly that it made me jump, there was a strange whooshing sound, made by the higher-pressure air rushing into the sphere, I suspected. I know we all felt the effect of the rapid change on our ears, but we'd been forewarned by a technician to be prepared for that. No, what made me jump was the fact that suddenly it was almost pitch black -- it was the middle of the night -- and we were... well I was, looking up at the overcast sky.
Very cautiously, I turned to look to where Ciera and Chaise had been standing, and was pleasantly reassured to see the vague shadowy outline of two people.
"We're back!" Douglas's voice said from somewhere out in the darkness.
"We sure do appear to be," I replied. Then I recalled that there should be a torch in the glove compartment of my car, if I could only find the bugger without breaking my neck. "Everyone, stay where you are, I'm going to find some light," I was saying, when a string of rather graphic expletives filled the air. Douglas had found the stone edging of my front lawn.
"Broke anything serious?" I asked.
"Just my pride. Where's that bleeding torch, George?"
It was one of those times when you begin to appreciate what it must be like for people deprived of the wonder of sight, as I blundered about in the pitch dark.
Eventually, however, I did manage to locate my car; but somewhat confusingly, not the collection of odd tools and other detritus, that Douglas and I had left lying around it. Frustratingly, not even the front wheel I'd been sitting on whilst I'd fitted the front brake calliper; that should have been lying on the driveway. That being missing confused me, and somewhat slowed my progress for a while. I didn't wish to find the bugger the same way that Doug had located the edging to my front lawn; I had hoped to use the wheel as a kind of landmark to the car's position, if you understand me.
On opening the passenger door, the car's courtesy light came on, illuminating the scene, very eerily. At that instant, I knew that something was very different; but I couldn't put my finger on exactly what at the time.
However, I knew that all wasn't how I had left it. That ruddy interior light had never worked properly. That should have kind-of warned me that things had changed a little. I believe that the first thing I really noticed -- yeah well, the interior light coming on had surprised me; although it had rarely worked since I'd bought the damned car, but it wasn't averse to coming on when it felt like, if you get my drift -- was the fact that the inside of my car was remarkably clean and tidy. And, I don't mean that someone had just cleaned the interior of the car either; it had not been unkempt or anything, anyway.
No, it was like I was reaching into a spanking brand new car. For an instant I must have been rooted to the spot, until Doug called out, "Where's that bleeding torch, George; a person could get killed around here. Shit, it's dark tonight!"
Coming back to my senses, I retrieved the torch and then shone it around my immaculate garden. Only, of course, it wasn't my - 'immaculate garden'! I'm not much of a gardener at the best of times, especially when the surf is up. Someone had certainly paid my domain a visit and given it a bloody good once-over; or maybe even two once-overs. However, I noted that some of Sylvia's rose bushes were missing.
"Jesus bloody wept, what's happened here!" Douglas had also noticed the change in ambiance.
"What's wrong?" Ciera asked.
Doug and I explained, and all three women started laughing. Then they went on to explain that most probably service androids had been dispatched to guard the cottages.
"Service androids insist on perfection, George," Ciera grinned at me, "Anything that was worn or damaged, in any way, will have been... well serviced and returned to perfect working order."
"Service androids?" Douglas repeated, "We never saw any robots or anything like that in the city."
"No, you wouldn't. They cut the grass in the communal areas of course, usually at night." Chaise said, "But they don't do everything for us. That would lead to a sedentary lifestyle; not healthy for anyone! But they are programmed to repair anything that they come across that is not in perfect working order."
"Well, how come they've nicked some of my rose bushes? There was sod-all wrong with them, Sylvia..."
"Sod-all?" Ciera echoed.
I'd forgotten myself again, the girls had no idea what sod-all meant.
"Sorry, there was nothing wrong with them. Sylvia doted over the buggers."
"Perhaps, if Sylvia liked them, she asked for them to be removed," Myra replied, "There are very few pretty flowers in our time."
"Of course. That's why only half of them are missing, George," Douglas interjected as Myra ran out of steam. I think the young woman was not sure if she was speaking out of turn, if you understand me.
"George, the androids will have been in your..." Ciera began to say, but she suddenly stopped speaking.
".... Cottage, and they will most probably have... well, serviced anything they deem required any maintenance in there, as well," Chaise completed for her.
I had become accustomed to this method of conversation with the two girls, but I could see that it was still confusing Douglas, more than a little.
Mind you, besides the occasional confused expression on his face -- and the odd bewildered double-take as he looked back and forth between Ciera and Chaise -- Doug never has commented on the subject. I believe he knows... and he knows that I know and understand, what is going on -- so he tries his best to ignore the phenomenon. Not that I would like to have to try to explain it to him anyway; it's bad enough, trying to explain it here to you.
As the girls had suggested, the cottage had received a makeover. Everything was as it was -- or should I say looked the same -- but at the same time, brand spanking new! Carpets, curtains, wallpaper, furniture, everything as it was -- and probably better than -- when it was new. Much to his delight, Douglas's place had received similar treatment.
I was surprised -- as I really do think the girls were at first -- when we discovered that all of Sylvia and Rose's personal gear and clothing had been removed from both cottages. In their place, was twentieth century clothing -- I do believe modelled on Sylvia's and Rose's -- for the three new arrivals.
Oddly enough, including wet suits. I was kind-of curious about what Sylvia and Rose were going to do with their wet suits in the city; a few years later, I found out.
What Ciera, Chaise and Myra were going to make of their wet-suits, I wasn't too sure at the time. But I must say, that helping them get into the things for the first time a few days later, proved to be great fun. Well, I had some fun helping Ciera and Chaise into theirs, and I assume that Doug got the same enjoyment out of assisting Myra.
Doug proved to be a little more circumspect, where talking about Myra was concerned, than he'd ever been talking about his interactions (physical or otherwise) with Rose. But then, the two women had completely different characters.
I won't go into all the chaos that reigned over the fact that the girls found themselves parachuted into -- what to them must have appeared as -- a very primitive society. But they all handled it extremely... confidently. Cooking they were pretty quick at picking up, although both Doug and I became veggies rather quickly. Not because the girls made a hash of cooking meat; more because we both could see that they found the thought of eating flesh of any kind, upsetting.
Of course the first thing we had to worry about was that we had the locals to introduce the girls to. That proved... er, very bewildering and somewhat confusing for nearly all of our neighbours, and every other bugger in the village as well.
Well think about it? As the locals saw it, one day Doug and I were living with Rose and Sylvia... And the next, Myra, Ciera and Chaise had mysteriously materialised. What's more, Doug and I were telling everyone that Rose and Sylvia had deserted us. We tried not to talk about our new partners if we could get away with it.
Yeah, it didn't wash! Within a couple of days, we had the police knocking at the door asking awkward questions. Someone in the village had not swallowed our line of bull; not very surprising really.
However, early that very same morning, a courier had delivered a parcel, the contents of which surprised Doug and myself. It contained a note from Adona and official papers for all three girls. Including birth certificates, passports, and full medical and educational histories; all legal and above board by the look of them.
I figured that the note directly contradicted what Simul had led me to believe. Simul told me that the time shifting device would be dismantled. However, Adona's note informed us that in the following few years they had perfected the system further, and that they had sent operatives back to a time before our present. Where they had... er, made some nefarious additions and alterations to numerous official records.
I kinda got the idea that the people they sent back ,did not travel through time as we had though. They must have just appeared inside whatever record office they chose, where they would then make alterations and additions as required. This sudden (and I can assure you, unexpected) appearance lark, was to be confirmed to me later; but I'll relate that shortly.
So the girls being able to produce paperwork confirming their legitimate existence -- and legal history -- in our time, prevented the police asking too many awkward questions about them. Although a couple of police officers were more than a little suspicious about everything and those papers did nothing to stop those same police officers being a lot more than curious about the disappearance of Rose and Sylvia.
Over the next few months, the police returned again and again, to ask probing questions. Actually, we got to know those officers quite well, but I'll return to them shortly as well.
-----
A week or so after our return, when the chaos had settled down a little, Douglas sat me down one evening and told me he wanted to talk about our future; our financial future to be precise.
Douglas then laid a cloth on the table, wrapped up inside which were a whole collection of cut diamonds and other precious stones.
"Jesus wept, where did those buggers come from?"
"Simul thought we'd... well, you really, would need some money to help you support two wives until..."
But I didn't let him finish.
"Holy cow; what are they worth? Must be..." I blustered,
"A good few million at current prices, George," Douglas replied, with a grin. "We're going to need it to set up in business. I've got some contacts on the continent who will buy these for a good price, no questions asked. Then I would suggest we set up a company and start buying some of the properties and land around here, a bit sharpish."
I have no idea what expression I had on my face; after-all the land around us was still suffering from planner's blight.
"Don't panic, George. I know what I'm doing... I think!"
It turned out that Douglas had done a lot of research that I hadn't even thought of doing while we were in the future. Mind you, he'd only had one woman chasing after him.
"George, the power station gets cancelled in a couple of year's time, and then the value of land around here goes through the roof."
"So we sell-up and make a stinking great profit?" I suggested.
"No, not exactly, we turn the whole damned area into a holiday experience. By that time, we own most of the damned village anyway."
"Successful?"
"Very! The premier surfing location on the Southwest Coast eventually."
"You're sure about this, Doug?"
"It was all there in the records, George, I can assure you!
So that was what we spent the next few years doing. Douglas and I (and our descendants) eventually ended up owning almost the whole damned valley between us. Well, actually owning the company that owned the whole damned valley to be precise.
But for a while, our financial situation was pretty chaotic. But hey, what's new about that in this day and age? Well, our new wives coming from a money free environment that's what!
It took the girls some time to get their head around the idea that everything has to be paid for with cash. But they got the hang of it eventually. Ciera put her mathematical genius to extremely good use in the company, once it was up and running.
But Douglas didn't finish with the holiday centre. After purchasing the remains of a WW2 airfield at the edge of the valley, he went on to open a research establishment there. I didn't argue because... Well, by then I was looking after the holiday side of the business; if Douglas wanted to play with his chemistry set, then he had every right to do so.
It was some years before I was to discover exactly what he was actually doing there, though. And then only then after one of the big chemical companies released a wondrous new paint on the market that -- when energised with a small electric current -- emitted light.
Obviously, Douglas had been a very busy boy while I'd been lounging around Simul's Villa with Ciera and Chaise.
But really, that all came much later.
-----
One thing I think I should mention is the bedroom at our cottage; ours being Chaise, Ciera and mine, that is. Hey now, not what went on in that bedroom; that I'm going to leave to your own lurid imagination. The immediate problem was the size of the master bedroom in the cottage. Or to put it a little more succinctly, the size of the ruddy bed, when you take into account that the two girls had got used to sleeping in the same bed with me all the time at Simul's villa. They wanted to continue with those sleeping arrangements.
The bed had been fine for Sylvia and I; but, there was only two of us, wasn't there. To say it was a bit of a squeeze with the three of us climbing into it every night, would be putting it lightly. Interesting, but not what one could describe as comfortable for any of us.
Luckily, even though the external walls of our very ancient cottage were built of stone, almost all of the internal walls were built of timber studwork; clad in tongue and groove planking; okay plasterboard in some places, but the majority was wood. Douglas and I had to -- very hurriedly -- redesign the upper floor to make the master bedroom large enough to accommodate the biggest bed I could find. Whatever, it kept Chaise and Ciera happy.
It was just a bloody-shame, that we didn't have a couple of those Androids, the girls had mentioned, to help with the conversion.
-----
Life sort-of settled down reasonably quickly. The girls took just about everything in their stride; although very often they ended up confusing the hell out of some of the local women and many other folks they met. I think almost everyone took the new arrivals as some kind of hippies or something, what with their strange eating and drinking habits. Introducing the girls to the delights of tea and coffee -- and the secrets or rigmarole of their brewing and serving -- was possibly the greatest problem Douglas and I had, really.
-----
One morning, while Douglas and I were still working on the bedroom, the two police officers who'd been probably the most curious about Sylvia and Rose's vanishing act, arrived at the front door; all smiles and apologies.
They'd stopped by to inform us that Sylvia and Rose had sent letters to various other members of their families, explaining to them that they were both fine and in good health. In those letters they'd informed their relations that they were living in a closed religious community somewhere.
The officer also informed us that around the same time as those letters had been posted, two women with documents to prove that they were Sylvia and Rose, had visited a police station in Greater London, and informed the officers there, that they were quite healthy and they had left their homes of their own volition.
"Must be in some weird community," one of the officers said, "The report says that they were dressed-up in bright purple robes; not the kind of thing most folks wear around London, at this time of year. Must be something like that Hare Krishna crowd I suppose!"
Doug and I both kind-a shrugged at that statement. To be honest we were both totally shocked by the officers' revelations.
It was pretty clear to Doug and I, that Simul had been aware of how suspicious the police were going to take Sylvia and Rose's disappearance, as she/they were about how authorities would have reacted to finding that our new partners had no papers. Consequently she (or they) had had Adona organise the document side of things, and then later sent the girls back in time to clear our names about their disappearance.
I wondered exactly how much other information there had been in Thomas's... er, good question, what to call it? Historical account, I suppose.
-----
We had another little problem at first, because all three women were of the opinion that they should... well, go out to work. Unfortunately they were about as equipped to work in the twentieth century, as someone from our time would have been to work back in the Stone Age. Eventually Doug and I managed to talk them out of that idea, and they settled for going to college and studying; until a few additions to both of our families came along.
Mind you, I think in the short time they did attend the local college, they managed to flummox their college professors a few times. But other things were to take precedence in all three girl's minds very quickly, much more quickly than any of us had envisaged.



Generally, living with two common law wives... I found interesting and very different, until I got used to it. Oddly, most folks in the village, appeared to accept the situation quite quickly. Like it was an everyday occurrence to find a guy living with two very obvious wives. Ciera and Chaise were not shy about showing their affection for me in public.
Although most of my own family never could get their heads around the situation. But then again, they never could understand what had happened where Sylvia was concerned either. The religious community never did wash with any of them; as it had apparently done so successfully with Sylvia's own family.
-----
The first children -- Simul had mentioned -- arrived on the scene pretty quickly. After all the time Sylvia and I had spent trying to get her "in the family way" it really shook me, when -- after just a couple of months -- both Ciera and Chiase announced that they were "with-child" on the same day.
Even more surprising was the fact that not half-an-hour later, Doug and Myra came rushing into our cottage to give us the news that he was about to become a daddy as well.
I found myself looking at both of my wives with a questioning eye. Ciera chose to answer my unasked question after a brief mental exchange with Chaise. Yeah, I could tell instantly by then what they were doing mentally, possibly even sensing the interchange myself.
"All the females of our time are fertile, George," Ciera said, "but for hundreds of years our males, whilst... fully er, operational in all other respects, have proved to be effectively infertile. I think that we three, were possibly a little more fertile than we had realised."
"But if your men are infertile... then how..." I asked.
"Not infertile in actual fact, George, but they all have such low sperm counts and what little sperm that they did produce are... Well they're not known for their swimming capabilities, isn't that how you would put it, Douglas?
For some reason Doug looked a little embarrassed for a few seconds, as he appeared to agree with Ciera.
Whatever, the men of our time are effectively infertile. Many years ago... er, in fact in the future now, during the dark times, the human birth rate dropped dramatically; so drastically that something had to be done. By that time the scientists had perfected... well not only in-vitro fertilisation for all the livestock that they still consumed at that time, but they could and did gestate the poor creatures full-term under laboratory conditions. Nothing much could survive outside the protected areas in those days. Factory farming, I think you referred to it as, the other day, George."
"Jesus, I was talking about the chicken farm up the valley, not livestock, Ciera," I replied. I had no idea why, but a few days before Douglas had mentioned that he wanted to get his hands on an old WW2 airfield at the edge of the valley. The old hangar of which was at that time being used as a chicken farm.
"Unfortunately, the scientists were forced to go further, because the livestock didn't breed true. Eventually they moved over to cloning any animal they needed to, and growing them in the laboratories."
Ciera went silent, so Chaise continued.
"When the human birth rate got to its lowest ebb, the scientists turned to that same technology in an attempt to maintain, or increase the population. But once again, for some reason with in-vitro fertilisation, the babies.... well, they were often deformed, and didn't breed true, more often than not, being stillborn.
"Eventually... probably because they'd stopped eating animal flesh... it was thought that consumption of contaminated meat might have caused the drop in the birth-rate in the first place. The scientists turned to the cloning technology they had developed for the animals. George, none of our females has carried a child, or given birth for hundreds of years," she explained.
"You're all clones of each other?" I found myself blurting out, unintentionally I might add.
"No, George, not in the sense I believe you are talking about. Our reproduction scientists take genes from several people and kind of intermingle them to make a healthy embryo. Then that embryo is grown into a child in the brood centres. It was the only way that the human race could survive.
"Oh my god! But can you have babies..."
"Yes, our doctors are convinced that we should be able to carry a child full term without any difficulty. However in our own time no one has... had the experience. Or even knows what to expect really. Sylvia and Rose will be the first two women to give birth in our time for hundreds... possibly over a thousand years."
"Hold up! Are you saying that they are going to be implanted with...?"
"Oh no, George; they were both pregnant; didn't you know?"
"No, I bloody didn't, and I doubt Douglas did either."
"That's odd, I thought you knew. Its very specific in Thomas's chronicles, Sylvia and Rose give birth to the first two naturally created children in hundreds of years. They literally show the women of our time how it is done. Then Professor Pemberton comes to our time and very quickly solves the problem our males have with their almost insignificant sperm count. It had to be done that way around, because the females of our time are rather reticent about the whole idea of giving birth in the first place."
"But you three?" I asked.
"George, we are here in the twentieth century now; females give birth here everyday. The doctors of your time are held in high regard where human pregnancy is concerned, by the specialists in ours. We have no worries in that respect, and we trust you and Douglas completely."
I looked at Doug and he looked back at me.
I won't try to describe the expression of Douglas's face. But then he smiled and said.
"Shit, and the girls were always blaming us...".
"Got that wrong then, didn't they? I wonder why neither of them realised that they were up the duff," I mused.
"Perfect timing, I should imagine," Douglas grinned back at me.
"By who?" I asked.
"Christ, George, everyone! You remember that I said that you couldn't go back and change history?"
"Yes!"
"Well, I was bloody wrong, weren't I! Supposing someone... at some-time, comes back in time to our time and finds that Sylvia and Rose are pregnant, or about to give birth around the same time anyway. God knows how they came up with the idea, but then they then go back even further in time, to a couple of days after both women were fertilised. The night of the Drury's barbeque party I should imagine. That was some night I can tell you... and Rose and me heard you and Sylvia going at it, from our place as well."
"And, a couple of nights after that, they whisk us away into their own time," I added.
"You got it mate! The girls didn't know that they were pregnant when they started fooling around with Adona's people. What happened with us? Well, for my own sanity I have to believe, that originally it must have just happened. Remember that there had to be a first time for everything, before Thomas ever wrote those bloody chronicles or whatever you want to call them."
"Yeah, but that's the bit I can't get my head around, anyway. In their time, this has all happened, so they must have known what they were doing," I replied.
"Yeah, all very confusing, isn't it? I wish to hell I'd seen a copy of those damned chronicles."
-----
Did I get angry that the information that Sylvia was pregnant had been kept from me... and her? Of course I did. But I did not get angry with Chaise or Ciera, it was Simul and her cohorts who knew what was really going down.
Both Chaise and Ciera were kind-of innocents, really; they had just assumed that Douglas and I knew that our wives were pregnant. As Myra did as well, I suspect. You have to remember that with the way they were behaving at the time, neither Douglas nor I were in any mood to discuss our wives with anyone. Especially when we met the girls.
Eventually, I did forgive Simul for her part in separating me from what should have been my firstborn. But I'll come to that later. It's important that the reader understand that we... Douglas and myself did not hold our new partners responsible for the situation.
Anyway, at the time, I was far too busy reassuring both Ciera and Chaise about their pregnancies. Oh, they claimed that they were confident. But it was not without a lot of... apprehension that they approached their confinements. I think that I often picked up their concern via the same method they communicated their thoughts and anxieties to each other.
Ciera gave birth first, and named her daughter Ottilie, much to my surprise. Not the sort of futuristic name that I was expecting her to choose, I can assure you. But the other two girls -- and even Douglas -- seemed to take it as read without comment.
Much later I was to learn that there was significance in her choice of the name, though. Ciera, Chaise and Myra might not have known in advance that they were the females who were to travel back in time with Douglas and I. But they knew quite a lot about Thomas's chronicles.
For some inexplicable reason it seemed that I was the only member of my family who hadn't studied them. Douglas, for all his protestations that he'd never laid eyes on a copy, was forever surprising me with information from them. I kind-of deduced that his knowledge probably came second-hand from Myra. Most likely they talked about those records far more than I did with Ciera and Chaise. Er well remember I had two wives to er... no lets leave it there, shall we.
Whatever, I was somewhat perplexed when my extended family seemed to be nonplussed that the name meant nothing to me; although I'll add, that none of them enlightened me as to the why's and wherefores. Yeah well, I had kind-a suggested to the girls that I wasn't interested in knowing the future. I'd had enough of those kinds of surprises by then, thank you very much.
-----
About a week after Ciera had had Ottilie, Chaise and Myra gave birth to their babies on the same day. Chaise named her daughter Sian and Myra named hers Emily; I left the choice of the childrens names to the girls and I think Douglas did the same.
Life was absolute pandemonium for Douglas and I for the next couple of months or so. I must admit that I had been just a little concerned myself, about the babies and how the girls would cope; however, I needn't have worried. Chaise had been a paediatric nurse in her own time, after all. Possibly she knew a lot more about babies and children than most folks in the twentieth century. It was the pregnancy and childbirth bit that Chaise had been concerned about.
Pretty rapidly our two houses matured into the state of organised chaos that babies bring along with them. I suspect two babies in my own house made for more chaos than there was to be found in the Sugget household. Although it appeared to me that Myra and Emily spent a good proportion of their day in our cottage.
Especially, when Douglas went off on his business trips, disposing of those precious stones and setting-up offshore holding companies, to handle our proposed land acquisitions. Everything went very smoothly in that respect, apparently Douglas Sugget had a lot more business acumen than I'd ever imagined. And he must have been on good terms with some pretty questionable gemstone dealers as well.
------
Then one morning, late that summer, Douglas and I were out catching a few waves. I'd just missed out on a really good one that Douglas had had the ride of his life on. Well, relatively speaking, maybe I should say his ride of the day. Anyway I was sitting on my board hoping that there'd be another just as good as the one Doug had just rode in, when I noticed that there was a small congregation of people apparently waiting on the water's edge for Douglas to come out of the sea.
From what I could make out, it consisted of two children about ten years old, both in wet suits and holding surfboards, along with Myra, Chaise and Ciera, and a couple of other women who were holding babies in their arms. As Chaise was carrying little Sian, I supposed that the other women were holding Ottilie and Myra's child Emily. The point was, the two strangers, who I almost instantly recognised weren't actually strangers to Douglas and I, were dressed in purple... yeah, you got it.
I caught the next available wave, and rode the bugger in as best I could. Then ditching my board rushed out of the water -- somewhat surprisingly straight into Sylvia's arms and she planted a real humdinger on my lips as she enveloped me.
But the kiss didn't last but a second or two before she disentangled from me and stepped back.
"Sorry about that lover, but I just couldn't control myself. You always were the best... I'm sure Chaise and Ciera won't mind, they're used to sharing you anyway," she babbled, somewhat nervously.
"Sylvia, what are you doing here?" I found myself demanding.
"I've brought your son to meet his father. I would have thought that would have been obvious!"
I found myself looking at the two ten year olds, properly for the first time. Which was my son was instantly plain to see. Although he took after Sylvia; there was no mistaking that my genes had had more than a little influence in his features. Douglas's son was the absolute image of his father.
I have no idea what sort of expression I had on my face and managed to get a single "But..." out before Sylvia went prattling on.
"I'm sorry it's taken so long, but they've only just perfected the system. Simul had us sent to that police station in London first and then she said we could bring the children to meet their fathers. Little George has been so desperate to meet you."
"Give the lad a hug, George!" Douglas -- who was by then hugging his son -- instructed me.
"You want to hug a stranger?" I found myself asking my son.
"Rather, father!" the lad replied. All a little old fashioned and formal.
So I took him in my arms and gave him a big hug.
"Drop the father bit... son, I'm your dad, okay?"
"Yes... dad."
"A little better, but try to sound less formal about it, will you. Surely your mother has told you by now, that I don't go for that kind of thing."
"Give-over, George. The lad's probably in shock; who wouldn't be if they suddenly discovered what a reprobate beach-bum their old man was," Douglas interjected, "Come on, lads, let's see what you can do with those boards."
Then Douglas and his son raced off into the sea.
I glanced at Sylvia, who assured me, "He's good, George; almost as good as his father."
"You wanna show me what you can do?" I asked the lad.
He didn't reply, the boy just grinned at me, scooped up his board and raced off after Douglas and his boy. All three of them, kind-a catching me off-guard.
Sylvia was right, both boys were good and obviously very experienced surfers; which I found a little confusing at first. But during our very relaxed conversations sitting on our boards waiting for 'the next good wave', Doug and I learnt that quite a few things had changed since we'd been returned to our own time.
Sylvia and Rose for instance, were world famous and much respected as "the first mothers". Both travelled the world -- or what was left of it -- lecturing and assuring people that natural childbirth was safe and nothing to be afraid off. You could have fooled me on that one!
Apparently a small dome had been constructed in our valley, where Sylvia, Rose and a small community lived most of the time when they were not travelling. It had become a sort of holiday destination for people from the city, where Sylvia and Rose taught water sports when they were not assuring women of the world that it was safe to have babies the natural way.
When I got a chance to talk to Sylvia later, she informed me that sometime before our arrival there the Simuls had decided that their civilisation was going nowhere unless it returned to the basic family unit. i.e. husband, wife -- and two point five children, I suppose -- that had theoretically been the norm in our time. For that to happen, it was necessary for their society to return to natural methods of procreation.
It was difficult to deduce -- from Sylvia's ramblings -- where the family unit idea had materialised from in the first place. One has to wonder if it was something that the Simuls came up with between them, or something they read into Thomas's writings. The old "what came first; the chicken or the egg?" question, that always bugs mankind.
I was just about to ask about the low sperm count problem that the men of the future were suffering from, when Syliva said.
"Jean soon solved the sperm count problem; although it did call for a little unorthodox fiddling."
"Unorthodox?" I asked. I knew the Jean she was talking about was professor Pemberton, by then.
"A little bit of fiddling with the male populations' DNA as I understand it, George. Something to do with proteins as well... Honestly I could make neither head nor tail of it anyway. Jean's mother is a top expert in the field in your time, or she will be shortly and Jean herself has followed up on her mother's research. I think that Jean is due to drop in and see her grandfather as well, any day now. Oops, I don't think I was meant to tell you that. We brought the children to see you and Douglas as early as possible, we thought it only fair, considering.
"Anyway there're pregnant women all over the world now. It's a bit early to tell, but they do seem to be settling into nice family units. But George, I have to ask you, did you and Douglas know that Rose and I were pregnant before you returned?"
"Sylvia, do you really believe that I would abandon my child in the future by choice; or that Doug or I would have stood for your ruddy antics with... Jesus what were their names, those bloody two Neanderthals...?"
"No, I'm sorry; I knew that you wouldn't. Rose and I got really angry with Simul for a while. She knew you know, from Thomas's chronicles. But it makes sense that she didn't tell you and Douglas; she needed to make sure history followed its preordained path.
"But you have to believe that Rose and I thought it was some weird dream, until..."
"There's no point in crying over spilt milk, Sylvia!"
"Yes, you're right, George. And thank you for being so magnanimous about it. Rose and I made our own beds and we have no one to blame but ourselves... mind you, by the look of it, you and Douglas didn't do too badly out of our mistakes. Two wives who appear to adore you, George! I'm not sure if I'm jealous that they have you, or proud that it takes two of them to replace me."
"How about you and Rose... Bill and Ben the flowerpot men still sniffing around?"
"You must be joking, the shine soon wore off those two buggers. Rose has found herself a nice stable guy who works in the research labs. Working on the time shift devices actually. And I... Well one of Simuls close staff, a colleague of Adona's... He'd.... well he'd like me to... Well, take him as my life partner, to be honest. The equivalent to being my husband here. Young George gets on with him very well, but he's..."
"He's what?"
Well, he's one of those people who can read other peoples minds, like Simul."
"As can, Ciera and Chaise, Sylvia. But they can't exactly read people's minds you know. It's more like they sense your feelings or emotions. Actually, you'll probably find that you will be able to sense his emotions as well. It's just a mater of getting... I don't know, accustomed to being with them all the time I think. Christ, I can read Ciera and Chaise like a book now."
"You can..." she said with a surprised tone to her voice, "what do they think of me being here today then?"
"A little apprehensive, Sylvia. They know exactly how much I loved you."



"Loved... in the past tense?"
"Yes, Sylvia, in the past tense. I have two new wives now, and all my emotions are tied up in them and my daughters. And now young George, of course. I'm afraid I have very little... time, left to dwell on memories. Emotional or otherwise."
"I understand, George, and I'm really sorry that I was so stupid. I know Rose is as well, by the way. But hey, we're not having a bad life of it. We're celebrities you know; bigger than film stars!"
"Look, I'd better go and chat with Rose and your new wives. You and Douglas really should be spending as much time as we've got here with your sons. Handsome boy isn't he?"
I nodded.
"Takes after his dad. Christ, I hope he's got your brains as well."
-----
They'd stayed with us until late in the day, but eventually Sylvia had to press a button on a little gadget she had with her and all four of our visitors almost instantly vanished; whisked away back to the future.
That night I found myself wondering whether I'd ever see my son again. Ciera and Chaise both sensed that I was... well, feeling a little melancholy.
Termini Capitulus V
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For the next few months, I was forever expecting Professor Pemberton to suddenly appear out of the woodwork, but she didn't show. To be honest, I could not understand why she would want to visit me anyway.
Eventually though -- probably because she didn't put in an appearance -- I all-but forgot about Professor Pemberton's prophesied visit. A good five years were to pass -- two more daughters and one son (by Chaise) had been added to our family -- before we had another visitor from the future.
Well, as I implied there were other things to take my attention. A little more rapidly than I'd expected, both Ciera and Chaise had fallen pregnant for a second time.
-----
In the meantime, Douglas got on with setting up our business ventures, we were buying land and houses left right and bloody centre, much to everybody's confusion. Most everyone thought we were nuts and that the land was going to remain all-but worthless. No one envisaged the politicians and pen pushers in Whitehall would make a decision about the power plants in a hurry. Those self-appointed spokesmen for the common man and the anti-nuclear power lobby were quite powerful back then and all, were... they making a good job of frustrating, all attempts to move the project forward. Even the big power companies -- who one suspects were supposed to come up with the cash for such a grandiose scheme -- didn't really want to know. They could make much better profits from natural gas power plants, which were far cheaper to build. I really don't think the moneymen in the City of London cared much about where the gas was going to come from in a few years time, when present stocks began to run low.
So Doug and I just patiently sat back and waited for the politicians to get off their arses and do something, i.e. make the decision to cancel the project which we knew was coming sometime.
-----
As the years passed, life settled down to as much normality as it could when there're a plethora of young children in your lives.
Whatever, it was around the time of Ottilie's second birthday that our neighbours (the Drury's from across the lane) youngest daughter arrived back from Canada. Joan Drury had gone out there with her then boyfriend just after Rose and I had bought our cottage. She returned to the UK a young widow with two youngsters in tow; her Canadian husband -- not the guy she'd gone out there with in the first place -- had unfortunately been killed in a road accident.
However I got a really funny feeling in my stomach, the instant I learnt that the Joan Drury who had left the UK, had returned home again sporting the name Joan Pemberton. What's more, her son John, was just a few months older than our daughter Ottilie.
As the years rolled by, there was to be no mistaking the fact that young John and our Ottilie... Yeah well you have to see that kind of thing for yourself. But I knew -- and so did Ciera and Chaise... and probably Myra -- that eventually one day, our little Ottilie would be sporting the surname Pemberton. Almost from the instant the two children first met... well they... Oh Christ, you've either seen that sort of thing happen or you haven't.
-----
Anyway another four... almost five years were to pass, before anything much out of the ordinary happened again.
I was out in the garden of our -- much improved and enlarged cottage -- babysitting all of the children. Douglas was on fun and lifeguard duty down the beach, so that our wives could enjoy some surfing time without the worry of having to keep an eye on the young ones. Having young children about while you are surfing, doesn't make for a good mix, if you understand me. Well, lets put it this way, you can't get out there yourself into the good waves and keep a close watch on the little ones at the same time, as every good parent should! Ask any beach lifeguard and they will concur, I'm sure of it.
Besides there was always the chance that one of the more adventurous little ones, might decide to go find mummy, or daddy.
Anyway our standard method for dealing with the issue was for either Doug or myself to baby-sit at the cottage, while the other went surfing with the girls. And... er, chased any unwanted admirers away, I might add. They'd all had at least a couple of children each by that time, but those three women really could turn every red-blooded males head; if you jet my drift?
Whatever there I was sitting in the rear garden -- sipping a cold drink -- while the children played together, when I sensed something. But for a while I couldn't put my finger on what. I wasn't sure what it was, but it instantly put me on the alert and made me look around.
Then a stranger -- but at the same time, oddly familiar looking young woman -- strolled around the side of the house, like she owned the bloody place.
"Can I help you?" I asked.
"No granddad, I'm here to help you! Well... my grandmothers actually... and aunt Myra." She grinned back at me, taking me a little off-guard, until I realised that I'd spotted her so quickly because I had sensed her approach, much as I would Ciera and Chaise's.
"Sorry?" was the best I could reply. I was actually trying to equate the... lets call them pleasant vibes, I could sense emanating from young woman with the vibes that children gave out when they were pleased about something.
"I'm Jean, grandfather. Ottilie's eldest!"
I found myself turning to look at my eldest daughter, who had only just turned six years. Then I looked back at the new arrival.
"Eventually granddad, eventually! It's very strange seeing your own mother when she's only..."
"Six!" I replied, with a smile.
"Pretty little girl, wasn't she!"
"Is, Jean... is! It is you who is out of time sync here, not your mother! What are you doing here, anyway?"
"Can't a granddaughter visit her grandfather before he's developed into a miserable old..."
"Watch it kiddo! I'm still young enough to put you over my knee and tan your backside for you, you know, and I doubt your mother will try to stop me."
Both of us had grins all over our faces, by the way; just in case you thought we were being serious. As I said, Jean was emanating those... vibes, and I was sure she could sense my emotions as well.
"I've got a little chore to do Granddad, but it will have to wait until grandmother, Chaise and Aunt Myra get back from the beach. In the meantime a cold beer would go down very nicely. That's something Simul really needs to get her boffins working on.
"So I gather you've been there sorting out their fertility problems for them."
"Yes, but really mother did most of the work," she replied, looking across at young Ottilie again. "I've only carried on her research and being the younger, mother decided that I should be the one to go and do the hard work. Maybe she thought that I'd fall for one of those... what did you call them... Neanderthals?"
"Something like that."
"They're not all that bad, grandfather. Some of them are quite cute actually; Sylvia and Rose seem to have fallen on their feet anyway. Whoops, sorry; I didn't mean to mention them!"
"So what have you been doing in future world?" I asked, ignoring her last remark
"Oh nothing much. I can't say much Granddad... you know... Thomas. But it was basically down to a chemical imbalance that had developed. Mother believes it had something to do with the fact that they don't eat meat anymore. And of course it was coupled with a little bug that most of them appear to carry around with them. Probably a result of chemical warfare, that one! That's why I'm here really, I've got to give mother and..."
"An infection. Christ, could we have passed it on?"
"No grandfather, nothing like that. It's the other way around, Ciera, Chaise and Myra, weren't brought up in our time. There are a few inoculations I suppose you might call them, that Simul's people overlooked. Nothing drastic, but there's no point in taking any chances."
"Christ, I never thought of any of that. Microbes, bugs and things... well, they change... evolve over time. We could have brought something really nasty back with us. Bugger we could have picked up something really serious ourselves and died."
"No, grandfather you couldn't! You remember that first meal that Adona brought to you?"
I must have nodded in reply.
"Well, that was laced with... Well you, Douglas, Rose and Sylvia, were inoculated against everything that could have harmed you or anyone from this time. And anything that you might possibly have brought back with you! The air in the dome around your cottages was laced with all that was necessary to prevent a catastrophe from occurring.
"But it was only after mother started her medical studies that she realised that, grandmother, Chaise and Myra are missing a few... bugs." Jean winked at me, "When she'd first arrived here... now... in this time. You're right granddad it is all a little confusing, but you know what I mean anyway. They were... are, in no danger here in the UK, but had any of them had gone abroad... to Africa or somewhere like that for instance, or even when people from around the world start visiting the holiday complex. Well, it makes sense to, take all precautions necessary. Besides, if anyone ever does a full work-up on any of those threes blood, it might prove to be... embarrassing or at the very least inconvenient if certain microbes are missing. Do you get where I'm going?"
"I think so, kiddo!"
At this point young Ottilie came over to us. I had been aware that the child had been watching us from afar, while we spoke. But my daughter didn't address me, it was pretty obvious that Ottilie was fixated on Jean.
"Hello, I know you, don't I?" she asked.
"Yes Ottilie. In a way, yes you do!" Jean replied.
"In the future?" The child suggested. Taking me completely by surprise.
"A very long time in the future, Ottilie." Jean replied, with a smile.
A little confusingly -- from my perspective -- but obviously satisfied, Ottilie smiled back at Jean and then turned to me. "Mother and Aunt Chaise are on their way up from the beach daddy; they wont be long. Shall, I turn the kettle on?"
"Good idea Ottilie. I'm sure your mother and Jean here would enjoy a cup of tea together."
The youngster smiled back and then toddled of toward the house.
"Trust mum, whatever happens, put the kettle on. Tea is always her cure-all for everything." Jean commented, with a smile as Ottilie moved out of earshot.
"You realise that I had to teach her mother how to make that stuff, don't you?"
"Yes grandfather. So, it's you who are to blame, I could kill a decent cold beer right now."
"You're too young to drink anyway! Remember you aren't even a twinkle in young John Pemberton's eye yet, young lady!" I grinned back at her. "Besides, it's not done to drink booze until the suns over the yardarm."
Jean squinted at the empty can in my hand.
"Funny how I can't recall my grandfather ever quoting that rule before. When is that likely to be, anyway? Jesus that stuff that Simul serves-up as wine is..."
"You don't have to tell me, young lady, I've been there, remember? Anyway when I say it is. How long have you got here?"
"As long as it takes, I've got this little do-whatsit here. All I've got to do is push this little button and hey presto, I'm back in the laboratory in the City. Or so Adona assures me, anyway! Why do you ask, are you trying to get rid of me already?"
"No sweetheart, I thought that... Well if you're going to be here a while... then, maybe we'll have a little party later... Hey, you might even get to meet your father. He's out with his family today; shopping I think."
"Okay Granddad, I think I'd enjoy that."
"Christ Jean you'd better cut out the granddad lark. Some bugger might figure out what's going on. Besides folks get confused enough around here as it is."
"What do I call you then?"
"I don't know, George or something... Uncle George if you like? That should suffice to muddy the waters enough; no one around here has met any my immediate family... Besides my two wives, that is. And that causes enough..."
"You don't have to tell me... Uncle George! You were quite notorious by the time I was at school. The other kids couldn't get their heads around the fact that I had two grandmothers. Well, three actually... oh God, you know what I mean. I think mother had some fun with that one as well when she was at school."
"Stands to reason. Oh, here come your grandmothers now."
Ciera and Chaise had chosen that moment to appear around the side of the house. No words were exchanged, Jean jumped up from where she'd been sitting and ran over to Ciera who enveloped her in the arms. Then Jean and Chaise hugged each other.
But while that was happening, Ottilie had reappeared through the back door of the cottage. I watched as an expression of understanding came over her young face; one that belied her age. To this day I have no idea how, but I at that instant I became sure that Ottilie knew exactly who Jean was. Or rather, maybe I should put it, who Jean was going to be, one day. The child sort-of smiled at the full-grown woman that I'm sure she knew she would one day give birth to.
However Ottilie didn't mention, or confirm our suspicions, to any of us. Although Ciera and Chaise sensed the same thing as I did. Oh shit, you know what I mean! They also thought Ottilie knew who Jean was going to be. Christ, this people jumping around in time all the time lark, makes things so bloody complicated.
That evening we did have a party out in the rear garden. The Sugget's and the Drury's were there of course and many times I saw Jean staring at the two children who would one-day be her parents. I'd watched as Ottilie had made a point of taking the young John Pemberton over to meet Jean.
You know, I've often wondered just how powerful Ottilie's mental powers actually are. As time went by I came to suspect that Ottilie's were far stronger than Chaise's or Myra's; even stronger I believe, than her mother's.
Oh, my own senses had become... pretty acute by then, and I could often sense Ottilie was near -- and what kind of mood she was in -- well before I could any of the others. What I mean say is, I could sense Ottilie's mind at a far greater distance, if you understand me. I know for sure that Ciera and Ottilie were in touch mentally, at vast distances.
I have to wonder whether Ottilie could... can actually read other peoples minds. And although she didn't say it -- I'd felt her presence before she stepped around the building -- maybe my granddaughter Jean, had inherited her mother's mental powers. Of course that begs the question, exactly what did pass between Ottilie and her own child (to-be one day) when the six-year-old came over to us in the garden that day?
There are a great number of questions that I will never know the full answers to; I've come to accept that fact. Between us, my wives and I never discuss their/our mental connection... well, not verbally anyway. I'm not exactly sure why, but we just never have. Although I have to admit that we have experimented... well sodded around, discovering just how far apart we can be from each other and still sense either of the other's presence. But that was done mentally with something akin to "George, are you still there?" kind of thought's. But our mental contact was not in actual words, as I've tried to explain before. All very difficult to explain, really.
Anyway I was telling you about that party we had for Jean, wasn't I? As I said, I noted that Jean spent a lot of the evening gazing at Ottilie who similarly gazed back at her. Both must have spent a greater part of the evening smiling at each other; even when Jean was talking to Douglas and Myra, which she appeared to for a very long time. Jean also spent a very long time in conversation the little Emily, -- at sometime to come -- her kind of adoptive Aunt Emily. But really it was only on reflection that I noted the amount of time she spent with the Sugget's and little Emily.
It didn't strike me at the time, that Jean, Douglas and Myra, appeared to find so much to talk about. I just supposed that they were talking about the future. Doug was always more... how can I put it? More interested in the scientific side of it, than I was. Christ hadn't he... well nicked that light emitting paint stuff idea (and possibly the makings of the formula) from there. Well, I have to assume that's where it came from.
On reflection I kind-a wondered whether Douglas was trying to pick a fellow scientist's brains, with a mind for more lucrative ventures; if you get my drift. Jean was -- even at her relatively young age -- a professor, after all.
Around midnight when everyone had gone home and the youngsters were safely tucked up in bed, asleep, Jean decided it was time she left us.
Jean hugged and said goodbye to her grandmother's and then turned to give me a hug.
"Thanks for everything Granddad." She said.
"What did I do, kiddo?"
"Oh you haven't yet, well not for me. I've not even been born yet, have I? But you keep everyone at their studies, and make sure we can all surf like dolphins. It's a pity we didn't have a chance to get out there together today. And you're there whenever any of us needs you."
"I'm sure that it was for my own pleasure, Jean!"
"So am I Granddad, but thanks anyway!" She grinned, and then she kissed me on the cheek before saying "See you later."
Then she just wasn't there anymore. No sound, nothing; Jean was just gone!
"A bit disconcerting that our family is getting into the habit of vanishing like." I said out loud, but my two wives were smothering my mental disappointment at Jean's leaving, by other means.
-----
As the years passed, I gathered that my son (Sylvia's boy) George (herein after "my George") had somehow talked Simul into allowing him to return to visit us whenever he wished. Well, that's the way it appeared to me at the time.
Every-so-often he brought Rose and Douglas's son with him, but not always. Roughly my George would appear about once, sometimes twice a year and he'd usually stay for a day or two. My George said he'd like to stay longer but his studies prevented him from doing so.
But I have to add that my George's visits were not that far apart in his own time. It took me some time to workout that he was letting his younger half-siblings catch-up, age-wise. I thought for a long time Ottilie, to be precise. But then again it might have been another child; I'll let you hazard a guess about the whom for yourself. Perhaps George used Ottilie as a sort of age marker!
Anyway, once Ottilie neared his own age. My George appeared to time his visits so that they all grew-up together (chronologically), or at least someone did; but one never knows whether the Simuls' have had a hand in that kind of thing.
When my George was with us, he avoided -- as much as he could -- getting into conversation with any other young people but his half-siblings and Myra's two daughters. But my George could not avoid Joan Pemberton's children because her son John was nearly always wherever Ottilie was to be found; or seemingly so. But for some reason, John Pemberton never queried my George's presence or appeared to ask any questions about him; to my knowledge, anyway.
Mind you, John Pemberton was so fixated on Ottilie that I doubt the poor little bugger noticed much else that was going on around him. Not that he wasn't an intelligent lad; but his whole life appeared to revolve around Ottilie and her wishes. But then again, as they grew older, most of the time Ottilie's life appeared to revolve around John Pemberton's, so it was tit-for-tat as they say.
In consequence I noted that when he did visit, my George spent a lot of his time with his half-sister Sian and their younger siblings. Ottilie and John Pemberton being somewhat otherwise occupied most of the time, if you get my drift. It took me quite a while to realise that whenever George did visit, Doug and Myra's two daughters were never far away either; or more specifically their elder daughter Emily.



My George, however appeared to spend a great deal of his time with his sister Sian, they were always surfing together. Whilst Myra's daughter Emily was always... Well, she was forever making herself look as alluring as possible, even from a very young age; for my George's benefit I eventually came to realise. The girl had never been as fixated on surfing as the rest of us were and once she was old enough to start thinking about boys... Well I'm sure you get where I'm going here.
Eventually I kind of worked it that my George spent, about a third of his time with us mixing with all of us. Another third... er well as he grew older chatting-up and eventually courting Myra's daughter Emily; much to her obvious delight. And the other third with his sister Sian. What they found to talk about all the time, I just could never understand, but Sian and George appeared to be nattering away to each other, almost every time I clapped eyes on them. And what's more I knew that Sian would always sense my interest in them (that came with the territory, Sian had inherited the same gift, just as strong as her mother's) and she'd smile back at me.
Sian stood out as the most thoughtful of my children. She seemed to have a fascination about the future. Well that isn't quite true... more a fascination with my adventures there. Sian appeared to enjoy my telling and retelling of my adventures (no holds barred when she grew older), no matter how many times I repeated it to her. Very often Sian would start me off on the old reminiscence road, by asking me to tell her the story again.
Oh by the way, when the children were very young we'd soon discovered that, with a group of closely related people like my family... especially when all of whom either had the gift, or at least developed the sense a little, as I had that there was little point in trying to keep the truth about Douglas and my trip to the future, a secret from the children. Or that their mother's were... different from all their school chums mothers.
I have no idea of why I know that none of my children, or Douglas's either ever mentioned to any outsiders what made our family units stand apart from the norm. I'm pretty sure that Ottilie didn't even tell John Pemberton either, quite surprising that the lad never got curious, and I have to admit that that sometimes made me wonder; but I prefer not to think that way.
Eventually my George's visits became so casual that they all but went unnoticed by me. Rather odd when you're sitting there and your son -- who you haven't clapped eyes on for six months -- walks in the door, says "Hi dad" and then opens the fridge looking for a cold drink, as if he hadn't been away more than a couple of hours. Sometimes I'd be lucky if I got a good-bye out of the bugger before he went back. Mind you Sian always conveyed the news to me... mentally, when he did leave. Perhaps my George relied on her doing that.
-----
George was eighteen when he asked me if he could take Emily back with him for a short visit. Astonished, I told him that it wasn't up to me he'd have to ask Doug and Myra. I also queried what the Simuls' would have to say about that plan.
"She's fine with it dad, providing you have no objections." My George replied.
"Then it's down the Sugget's my boy, not me!" I informed him.
Well he and Emily did ask Doug and Myra, and they apparently agreed. But then... well, I suppose one might term it, all-hell broke loose. If Emily was going then her younger sister wanted to know why she couldn't go as well. And Ottilie and her two youngest siblings wanted in as well.
Somewhat strangely, Sian was adamant right from the first time she heard the idea mentioned, that she did not wish to go; but her younger sister and brother quite definitely did.
Even more strangely I thought at first, my George appeared to be ready for their requests, and informed me -- in private -- that permission had been granted for all five of the children to spend some time in the City and with Sylvia and Rose. He even had the necessary equipment with him to transport them as well. I looked the boy in the eye and said.
"You tell me, George; do they go and do they all decide to come back again? It would appear that Simul was untruthful with me, Thomas's chronicles must predict this visit."
"They do father, but Simul did not really lie to you. Technically your other children aren't of this time, they are of our time. However you will be relieved to know that they all come back. Even Emily although I'd really like her to stay with me. Simul has said I'll have to ask her again the future."
"Then she must surely be able to tell you whether..."
"I'm not allowed to know my own future as Thomas predicts it, father!"
"Damn, I wonder when I'm going to find out who this Thomas bloke is?"
"Bloke father! I'm surprised that you think that Thomas is a man."
"Isn't he?"
"Well, I've never thought he was and neither does mother. Stood to reason when you look at it from the right perspective."
"I never though that your mother was... er."
"Intelligent father? Well you are wrong there! A little slow on the uptake sometimes, I will admit. But mother told me a long time ago that she thought that Thomas was a female."
"She does!"
"Oh yes, mother is positive about that. But mother thinks that... Well dad, you have you look at the big picture, living as you do in the here and now, in your own time. The females here aren't the second-class citizens that they once were; well not everywhere anyway! But as mother says -- how many religious texts are there that you can think of, that were written by females? And whether you realise it or not that's what Thomas's writings have become in our time, a sort of religious prediction of the future."
"Well there's the book of Ruth in the bible, if I recall correctly. I never was..."
"Yes, so mother told me. But what happened to all the other Christian Gospels written by females? They were discarded... squashed by the male dominated Christian Church soon after it got organised. They were written as there are references to them in ancient texts, but they were not included in the Christian bible that people use in your time.
No; Thomas knowing that a world at war with itself, would most likely be completely dominated by men ... Well, she... he maybe even you father! Decided that a male name on those papers would be best."
"Oh and does your mother have any idea who this female Thomas is going to turn out to be?"
"Mother doesn't, because she's never met her; but I do have my suspicions."
"And you think she is George?"
"Ah father, now that would be telling! I'm sure that when she is old enough you'll work it out for yourself."
"George..."
"All right father, but I'm not going to actually say who I believe she is likely to turn out to be. What I will say is that Thomas, whoever she/he is, can never have visited the future. Simul has so many questions that aren't answered in Thomas's Chronicles. Had Thomas been there he... then she would most probably have answered those questions. Logical?"
"Pretty logical, yes George."
"All right father, which of your offspring has not shown the slightest interest in actually visiting the future?"
"I found myself looking across at young Sian!"
"Best candidate I can come up with as well, dad! You know, she can quote you word for word on your visit to the future. But I think I'd let her decide if and when to start writing them, if I was you. Oh and I know that she's already shown great interest in some of the disused mines around here. And guess where those Chronicles were eventually discovered."
"At the bottom of a disused mine?" I suggested.
"Yes, when it was being converted into an shelter of some kind, or safe living accommodation during the catastrophe."
-----
I haven't broached the subject with Sian as of yet. But I'm sure that one day, when she thinks the time is right, she'll tell me that's she's ready to start writing. That's assuming that Thomas hasn't started writing already, and is purposely not telling me. You can't know the answer to everything, can you?
Oh well, we shall see what the morrow holds.
Termini
Life goes on



        